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SSC Safeguarding – Recognising abuse 

 

Recognising Abuse 
It is not always easy, even for the most experienced carers, to spot when a child has 
been abused. However, some of the more typical symptoms which should trigger 
your suspicions would include: 

• unexplained or suspicious injuries such as bruising, cuts or burns, particularly if 
situated on a part of the body not normally prone to such injuries 

• sexually explicit language or actions 
• a sudden change in behaviour (eg. becoming very quiet, withdrawn or displaying 

sudden outbursts of temper) 
• the child describes what appears to be an abusive act involving him/her 
• a change observed over a long period of time (eg. the child losing weight or 

becoming increasingly dirty or unkempt) 
• a general distrust and avoidance of adults, especially those with whom a close 

relationship would be expected 
• an unexpected reaction to normal physical contact 
• difficulty in making friends or abnormal restrictions on socialising with others. 

 
It is important to note that a child could be displaying some or all of these signs, or 
behaving in a way which is worrying, without this necessarily meaning that the child 
is being abused. Similarly, there may not be any signs, but you may just feel that 
something is wrong. If you have noticed a change in the child’s behaviour, first talk 
to the parents or carers. It may be that something has happened, such as a 
bereavement, which has caused the child to be unhappy. 
 
Types of Abuse 
1. Children and Young People1 

Neglect: Neglect is not meeting a child’s basic physical or psychological needs. It can 
have a long-lasting impact on a child's health or development. In sport, examples of 
neglect could include a coach or supervisor repeatedly: 
o failing to ensure children are safe 
o exposing children to undue cold, heat or extreme weather conditions without 

ensuring adequate clothing or hydration 
o exposing children to unnecessary risk of injury by ignoring safe practice guidelines 
o failing to ensure the use of safety equipment 
o requiring young people to participate when injured or unwell 

Physical Abuse: When someone deliberately hurts a child causing physical harm it is 
called physical abuse. It may involve hitting, kicking, shaking, pushing, poisoning, 

 
1 The definitions of harm were obtained from the Child Protection in Sport Unit Website: 
https://thecpsu.org.uk/help-advice/introduction-to-safeguarding/child-abuse-in-a-sports-
setting/  

https://thecpsu.org.uk/help-advice/introduction-to-safeguarding/child-abuse-in-a-sports-setting/
https://thecpsu.org.uk/help-advice/introduction-to-safeguarding/child-abuse-in-a-sports-setting/
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burning, biting, scalding, drowning or any other method of causing non-accidental 
harm.  
In sport, physical abuse may occur: 
o if the nature and intensity of training or competition exceeds the capacity of the 

child’s immature growing body 
o where coaches encourage the use of drugs or harmful substances to enhance 

performance or delay puberty 
o if athletes are required to participate when injured 
o if the sanctions used by coaches involve inflicting pain 

Sexual Abuse: Sexual abuse is when a child is forced or persuaded to take part in sexual 
activities. This may involve physical contact or non-contact activities and can happen 
online or offline. Children and young people may not always understand that they are 
being sexually abused.  
In sport, coaching techniques which involve physical contact with children can create 
situations where sexual abuse can be disguised. An abusive situation can also develop if 
a person in a position of authority, such as a coach, was to misuse their power.  
Contacts made within sport and pursued through other routes, such as social media, 
have been used to groom children for abuse. Sexual abusers can also groom protective 
adults and organisations to create opportunities for abuse to take place. 
Child sexual exploitation (CSE) is a type of sexual abuse. When a child or young person 
is exploited, they're given things, like gifts, drugs, money, status and affection, in 
exchange for performing sexual activities. Children and young people are often tricked 
into believing they're in a loving and consensual relationship. This is called grooming. 
They may trust their abuser and not understand that they're being abused. 
 
Emotional Abuse: Emotional abuse is the emotional maltreatment of a child, which has 
a severe and persistent negative effect on the child’s emotional development. In sport, 
emotional abuse may occur if: 
o children are subjected to repeated criticism, sarcasm, name-calling or racism 
o a child is ignored or excluded 
o children feel pressure to perform to unrealistically high expectations 
o children are made to feel like their value or worth is dependent on their sporting 
success 

Bullying: Bullying is when individuals or groups seek to harm, intimidate or coerce 
someone who is perceived to be vulnerable. It can involve people of any age and can 
happen anywhere, including at home, school, sports clubs or online. 
Bullying encompasses a range of behaviours which are often combined. It might include 
physical, verbal or emotional abuse, or online cyberbullying. 
In sport, bullying can occur based on a young person's sporting ability, body size or 
shape. It might include name-calling, offensive hand gestures, physical assault or 
exclusion from team activities. 
 

2. Adults 

The Care Act recognises 10 categories of abuse that may be experienced by adults. 
 

Self-neglect: This covers a wide range of behaviour, but it can be broadly defined as 
neglecting to care for one’s personal hygiene, health, or surroundings. An example of 
self-neglect is behaviour such as hoarding. 
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Modern Slavery: This encompasses slavery, human trafficking, forced labour, and 
domestic servitude. 
 
Domestic Abuse: This includes psychological, physical, sexual, financial, and emotional 
abuse perpetrated by anyone within a person’s family. It also includes so-called 
“honour” based violence. 
 
Discriminatory Abuse: Discrimination is abuse that centres on a difference or perceived 
difference, particularly with respect to race, gender, disability, or any of the protected 
characteristics of the Equality Act. 
 
Organisational Abuse: This includes neglect and poor care practice within an institution 
or specific care setting, such as a hospital or care home, or in relation to care provided 
in one’s own home. Organisational abuse can range from one off incidents to ongoing 
ill-treatment. It can be through neglect or poor professional practice because of the 
structure, policies, processes and practices within an organisation. 
 
Physical Abuse: This includes hitting, slapping, pushing, kicking, restraint, and misuse of 
medication. It can also include inappropriate sanctions. 
 
Sexual Abuse: This includes rape, indecent exposure, sexual harassment, inappropriate 
looking or touching, sexual teasing or innuendo, sexual photography, subjection to 
pornography or witnessing sexual acts, indecent exposure and sexual assault, or sexual 
acts to which the adult has not consented or was pressured into consenting. 
 
Financial or Material Abuse: This includes theft, fraud, internet scamming, and 
coercion in relation to an adult’s financial affairs or arrangements, including in 
connection with wills, property, inheritance or financial transactions. It can also include 
the misuse or misappropriation of property, possessions, or benefits. 
 
Neglect and Acts of Omission: This includes ignoring medical or physical care needs and 
failing to provide access to appropriate health, social care or educational services. It 
also includes the withdrawing of the necessities of life, including medication, adequate 
nutrition, and heating. 
 
Emotional or Psychological Abuse: This includes threats of harm or abandonment, 
deprivation of contact, humiliation, blaming, controlling, intimidation, coercion, 
harassment, verbal abuse, isolation, or withdrawal from services or supportive 
networks. 

 
Four Additional Types of Adult Harm: 
There are four additional types of harm that are not included in The Care Act, but they are 
also relevant to safeguarding adults. 
 

Cyber Bullying: Cyber bullying occurs when someone repeatedly makes fun of another 
person online, or repeatedly picks on another person through emails or text messages. 
It can also involve using online forums with the intention of harming, damaging, 
humiliating, or isolating another person. It includes various types of bullying, including 
racist bullying, homophobic bullying, or bullying related to special education needs and 
disabilities. The main difference is that, instead of the perpetrator carrying out the 
bullying face-to-face, they use technology to do it. 
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Forced Marriage: This is a term used to describe a marriage in which one or both of the 
parties are married without their consent or against their will. A forced marriage differs 
from an arranged marriage, in which both parties’ consent to the assistance of a third 
party in identifying a spouse. The Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 2014 
make it a criminal offence to force someone to marry. 
 
Mate Crime: A “mate crime” is when “vulnerable people are befriended by members of 
the community who go on to exploit and take advantage of them” (Safety Network 
Project, ARC). It may not be an illegal act, but it still has a negative effect on the 
individual. A mate crime is carried out by someone the adult knows, and it often 
happens in private. In recent years there have been several Serious Care Reviews 
relating to people with a learning disability who were seriously harmed, or even 
murdered, by people who purported to be their friend. 
 
Radicalisation: The aim of radicalisation is to inspire new recruits, embed extreme 
views and persuade vulnerable individuals to the legitimacy of a cause. This may be 
direct through a relationship, or through social media. 

 
Other Safeguarding Considerations  

Extremism: Extremism is vocal or active opposition to fundamental British values, 
including democracy, the rule of law, individual liberty and mutual respect and 
tolerance of different faiths and beliefs. (HM Government Prevent Strategy 20112). 
 
Non-recent Abuse: Abuse that occurred a period of time ago is sometimes referred to 
as non-recent. For example, an adult might speak about abuse that took place in their 
childhood. 
 
Self-Harm: Self-harm is when someone deliberately hurts themselves. It can include 
cutting, burning, hitting or bruising, poisoning, scratching, hair-pulling or overdosing. 
Adults who self-harm aren’t usually trying to commit suicide or looking for attention 
(although self-harming can result in accidental death). Often, it is a way for the person 
to deal with overwhelming or distressing feelings and emotions. Self-harming can be an 
indication of abuse, as some people use self-harm to cope with anxiety, stress and 
overwhelming emotions. 
 
Gangs & County Lines: County lines is a form of criminal exploitation where urban 
gangs persuade, coerce or force children and young people to store drugs and money 
and/or transport them to suburban areas, market towns and coastal towns (Home 
Office, 2018). It can happen in any part of the UK and is against the law and a form of 
child abuse. Children and young people may be criminally exploited in multiple ways. 
Other forms of criminal exploitation include child sexual exploitation, trafficking, gang 
and knife crime. 
 
Female Genital Mutilation (FGM)3: FGM is when a female's genitals are deliberately 
altered or removed for non-medical reasons. It's also known as 'female circumcision' or 
'cutting’ but has many other names. In the UK, this practice is illegal, but sadly still 
occurs and religious, social and cultural reasons are given to justify this practice. 

 
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/prevent-duty-guidance/revised-prevent-duty-
guidance-for-england-and-wales  
3 Definition taken from the NSPCC Website 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/prevent-duty-guidance/revised-prevent-duty-guidance-for-england-and-wales
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/prevent-duty-guidance/revised-prevent-duty-guidance-for-england-and-wales
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