Child Protection Recognising Child Abuse
(Taken from Frstcheck, NSPCC, 2006)


Identifying possible signs of abuse

Even experienced professionals working in child protection do not always find it easy to recognise the signs of abuse.  When your suspicions have been alerted, your first reaction may be shock, anger or disbelief.  You may also feel unhappy about reporting a case if your fear there may be an innocent explanation after all.

Remember, however, it is your responsibility to act on your concerns by passing them on to the appropriate person, so action can be taken if necessary.

In considering whether a child is suffering some form of abuse, you should look at two areas: physical signs and behavioural signs.  Your knowledge of a child over time will be a valuable aid in assessing whether a change in behaviour or physical appearance is significant, and you should not ignore what your judgement is telling you.  If a child in your care is showing several of the signs listed below, you should seriously consider the possibility that abuse is taking place.

Physical Abuse

Most children collect cuts and bruises quite routinely as part of the rough and tumble of daily life.  This makes it difficult to spot those cuts and bruises that are not accidental.  Physical abuse may have occurred when the injuries fall into one or more of the following categories;

Physical signs to look out for:

· Injuries which the child cannot explain, or explains unconvincingly
· Injuries which have not been treated or treated inadequately

· Injuries on parts of the body where accidental injury is unlikely, such as the cheeks, chest or thighs

· Bruising which reflects hand or finger marks

· Cigarette burns, human bite marks

· Broken bones (particularly in children under the age of two)

· Scalds, especially those with upward splash marks where hot water has been deliberately thrown over the child, or ‘tide marks’ – rings on the child’s arms, legs or body where the child has been made to sit or stand in very hot water

Behavioural signs to look out for:

· Reluctance to have their parents contacted

· Aggressive behaviour or severe temper outbursts

· Running away or showing fear of going home

· Flinching when approached or touched

· Reluctance to get undressed for sporting or other activities where changing into other clothes is normal

· Covering arms and legs even when hot

· Depression or moods which are out of character with the child’s general behaviour

· Unnatural compliance with parents or carers

Sexual Abuse

Both girls and boys can be victims of sexual abuse and several factors combine to make this type of abuse difficult to identify.  Most acts of abuse (but no all) are likely to happen in private and child abusers go to incredible lengths to prevent discovery.  The child is often threatened to keep silent, and many children feel such a strong sense of guilt and shame that they are reluctant to speak about what has happened to them.  Nevertheless, there are some clues to sexual abuse.

Physical signs to look out for:
· Pain, itching, bruising or bleeding in the genital or anal areas

· Any sexually transmitted disease

· Recurrent genital discharge or urinary tract infections without apparent cause

· Stomach pains or discomfort then the child is walking or sitting down

Behavioural signs to look out for:

· Sudden or unexplained changes in behaviour

· An apparent fear of someone

· Running away from home

· Nightmares or bedwetting

· Self-harm, self-mutilation or attempts at suicide

· Abuse of drugs or other substances

· Eating problems such as anorexia or bulimia

· Sexualised behaviour or knowledge in young children

· Sexual drawings or language

· Possession of unexplained amounts of money

· Taking a parental role at home and functioning beyond their age level

· Not being allowed to have friends (particularly in adolescence)

· Alluding to secrets which they cannot reveal

· Telling other children or adults about the abuse

· Reluctance to get undressed for sporting or other activities where changing into other clothes is normal

Emotional Abuse

As with sexual abuse, emotional abuse is hard to identify with certainty.  Some children are by nature shy and find it difficult to be outgoing and confident, and this does not mean that they are being abused.

Physical signs to look out for:

· A failure to grow or to thrive (particularly if the child thrives when away from home)
· Sudden speech disorders

· Delayed development, either physical or emotional

Behavioural signs to look out for:

· Compulsive nervous behaviour such as hair twisting or rocking
· An unwillingness or inability to play
· An excessive fear of making mistakes
· Self-harm or mutilation
· Reluctance to have parents contacted
· An excessive deference towards others, especially adults
· An excessive lack of confidence
· An excessive need for approval attention and affection
Neglect

Neglect is a very difficult form of child abuse to recognise.  It is often seen as less serious than other forms of abuse, but its effects can be very damaging.  Children who are neglected often develop more slowly than others and find it hard to make friends and ‘fit in’ with their peer group.  A child suffering from neglect may show any of the following signs;

Physical signs to look out for:

· Being constantly hungry and sometimes stealing food from others

· Being in an unkempt state; frequently dirty or smelly

· Loss of weight or being constantly underweight

· Being dressed inappropriately for the weather conditions

· Untreated medical conditions – not being taken for medical treatment for illnesses or injuries

Behavioural signs to look out for:

· Being tired all the time

· Frequently missing school or being late

· Failing to keep hospital or medical appointments

· Having few friends

· Being left alone or unsupervised on a regular basis

· Compulsive stealing or scavenging, especially for food

How to respond if a child confides in you

It can take a great deal of courage for a child to talk to an adult about their abuse, because the child is ‘telling on’ someone who is more powerful than they are.  The child learns to be very good at covering up the abuse and is able to give plausible explanations for what has happened.  The child may be having to betray a person who is not only close to them, but also loved by them and they are risking a great deal in the hope that you will believe what they say.
Some helpful responses:

· Remain calm, accessible and receptive

· Listen carefully, without interrupting 

· Be aware of your own non-verbal messages

· Make it clear that you are taking them seriously

· Acknowledge their courage and reassure them that they are right to tell

· Reassure them that they should not feel guilty and that you’re sorry that this has happened to them

· Let them know that you are going to do everything you can to help them and what may happen as a result

· Make a note of what was said and who was present.  Use the child’s actual words wherever possible.

What to avoid:

· Do not allow your shock or distaste to show

· Do not probe for more information than is offered

· Do not speculate or make assumptions

· Do not make negative comments about the alleged abuser

· Do not make any promises that you cannot keep, such as promising that ‘everything will be all right’
· Do not agree to keep the information secret

· Never delay getting emergency help if needed, eg medical help

Working with strong suspicions

Sometimes you will be worried about a child’s behaviour or injuries but the child may not have said anything to suggest they have been abused.  This can be very difficult for you.  You can help by:

· Being the sort of person a child can talk to

· Being available and prepared to listen

· Discussing your concerns with a colleague, fellow volunteer, manager or the NSPCC Child Protection Helpline on 0808 800 5000 

· Not keeping things to yourself

· Not relying on someone else to take action

In many proven cases of child abuse, it often happens that people who have had contact with the victim have held suspicions for some time and not acted upon them.  Occasionally, this reticence has resulted in a tragedy that could have been avoided.

You should remember that once you have reported your suspicions, many other checks will take place by professionals trained in identifying child abuse.  The authorities will not blame you if your suspicions are groundless, or be annoyed that you have wasted their time – they would far rather be alerted unnecessarily than fail to protect a child who was being abused.

