
Appendix 15: Definitions of Abuse – Children – Scotland

The National Guidance for Child Protection in Scotland 2014 provides the following definitions of abuse or neglect1.

Physical abuse

Physical abuse is the causing of physical harm to a child or young person. Physical abuse may involve hitting,

shaking, throwing, poisoning, burning or scalding, drowning or suffocating. Physical harm may also be caused

when a parent or carer feigns the symptoms of, or deliberately causes, ill health in a child they are looking after.

Emotional abuse

Emotional abuse is persistent emotional neglect or ill treatment that has severe and persistent adverse effects on

a child’s emotional development. It may involve conveying to a child that they are worthless or unloved, inadequate

or valued only in so far as they meet the needs of another person. It may involve the imposition of age or

developmentally inappropriate expectations on a child. It may involve causing children to feel frightened or in

danger, or exploiting or corrupting children. Some level of emotional abuse is present in all types of ill treatment

of a child; it can also occur independently of other forms of abuse.

Sexual abuse

Sexual abuse is any act that involves the child in any activity for the sexual gratification of another person, whether

or not it is claimed that the child either consented or assented. Sexual abuse involves forcing or enticing a child to

take part in sexual activities, whether or not the child is aware of what is happening. The activities may involve

physical contact, including penetrative or non-penetrative acts. They may include non-contact activities, such as

involving children in looking at, or in the production of indecent images or in watching sexual activities, using

sexual language towards a child or encouraging children to behave in sexually inappropriate ways (see also section

on child sexual exploitation).

Neglect

Neglect is the persistent failure to meet a child’s basic physical and/or psychological needs, likely to result in the

serious impairment of the child’s health or development. It may involve a parent or carer failing to provide adequate

food, shelter and clothing, to protect a child from physical harm or danger, or to ensure access to appropriate

medical care or treatment. It may also include neglect of, or failure to respond to, a child’s basic emotional needs.

Neglect may also result in the child being diagnosed as suffering from ‘non-organic failure to thrive’, where they

have significantly failed to reach normal weight and growth or development milestones and where physical and

genetic reasons have been medically eliminated. In its extreme form children can be at serious risk from the effects

of malnutrition, lack of nurturing and stimulation. This can lead to serious long-term effects such as greater

susceptibility to serious childhood illnesses and reduction in potential stature. With young children in particular,

the consequences may be life-threatening within a relatively short period of time.

Domestic abuse

Domestic violence is the abuse of one partner within an intimate or family relationship. It is the repeated, random

and habitual use of intimidation to control a partner. The abuse can be physical, emotional, psychological, financial

or sexual. There is a definition by Refuge at: http://www.refuge.org.uk/get-help-now/what-is-domestic-violence/

Scottish Women’s Aid: 0131 475 2372 www.scottishwomensaid.co.uk

Spiritual abuse

Spiritual abuse is using God’s word or His name to justify human behaviour that is sexual, emotional or physical

abuse or neglect. Spiritual abuse is most destructive because it gives children a distorted image of God.

Female genital mutilation (FGM)

FGM is the act of partially or totally removing the external genitalia of girls and young women for non-medical

reasons. It is illegal within the United Kingdom.

Child sexual exploitation (CSE)

CSE is a type of sexual abuse in which children are sexually exploited for money, power or status. Children or

young people may be tricked into believing they're in a loving, consensual relationship. They might be invited to

parties and given drugs and alcohol. They may also be groomed online. Some children and young people are

1http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0045/00450733.pdf



trafficked into or within the UK for the purpose of sexual exploitation. Sexual exploitation can also happen to young

people in gangs.

(A child may suffer more than one category of abuse).

POSSIBLE SIGNS OF ABUSE

 Physical: unexplained injuries and bruising, or injuries which have not received medical attention. Hidden

injuries; bruising which is only discovered when clothes come off. Signs of neglect.

 Sexual: allegations made by the child or young person. Pre-occupation with sexual matters. Being sexually

explicit in words, play or drawing. Reported sleep disturbances with fears and phobias. Being sexually

provocative with adults.

 Emotional abuse: nervousness, sudden underachievement, regression in behaviour. Inappropriate relations

with adults/peers, attention seeking, running away, stealing, lying, looking uncared for.

 Neglect: looking uncared for and unhappy; being withdrawn or aggressive. Having lingering health problems

or injuries.

It should be remembered that many symptoms of distress can point to abuse but there may be other explanations.

It is important that the above signs are not taken as absolute indicators that abuse has taken place. They should

cause you to stop and think rather than jump to conclusions. Therefore, it is always important to discuss any

concerns with the appropriate Responsible Person or Designated Safeguarding Person.


