
What to do if you’re worried a child is being abused Advice 
for practitioners  

Some of the following signs might be indicators of abuse or 
neglect:  

• Children whose behaviour changes – they may become aggressive, 
challenging, disruptive, withdrawn or clingy, or they might have 
difficulty sleeping or start wetting the bed;  

• Children with clothes which are ill-fitting and/or dirty;  
• Children with consistently poor hygiene;  
• Children who make strong efforts to avoid specific family members or 

friends, without an obvious reason;  
• Children who don’t want to change clothes in front of others or 

participate in physical activities;  
• Children who are having problems at school, for example, a sudden 

lack of concentration and learning or they appear to be tired and 
hungry;  

• Children who talk about being left home alone, with inappropriate 
carers or with strangers;  

• Children who reach developmental milestones, such as learning to 
speak or walk, late, with no medical reason;  

• Children who are regularly missing from school or education;  
• Children who are reluctant to go home after school;  
• Children with poor school attendance and punctuality, or who are 

consistently late being picked up;  
• Parents who are dismissive and non-responsive to practitioners’ 

concerns;  
• Parents who collect their children from school when drunk, or under the 

influence of drugs;  
• Children who drink alcohol regularly from an early age;  
• Children who are concerned for younger siblings without explaining 

why;  
• Children who talk about running away; and  
• Children who shy away from being touched or flinch at sudden 

movements.  

Some of the following signs may be indicators of sexual 
abuse:  

• Children who display knowledge or interest in sexual acts inappropriate 
to their age;  

• Children who use sexual language or have sexual knowledge that you 
wouldn’t expect them to have;  

• Children who ask others to behave sexually or play sexual games; and  
• Children with physical sexual health problems, including soreness in 

the genital and anal areas, sexually transmitted infections or underage 
pregnancy.  



Some of the following signs may be indicators of emotional 
abuse:  

• Children who are excessively withdrawn, fearful, or anxious about 
doing something wrong;  

• Parents or carers who withdraw their attention from their child, giving 
the child the ‘cold shoulder’;  

• Parents or carers blaming their problems on their child; and  
• Parents or carers who humiliate their child, for example, by name-

calling or making negative comparisons.  

Some of the following signs may be indicators of sexual 
exploitation:  

• Children who appear with unexplained gifts or new possessions;  
• Children who associate with other young people involved in 

exploitation;  
• Children who have older boyfriends or girlfriends;  
• Children who suffer from sexually transmitted infections or become 

pregnant;  
• Children who suffer from changes in emotional well-being;  
• Children who misuse drugs and alcohol;  
• Children who go missing for periods of time or regularly come home 

late; and  
• Children who regularly miss school or education or don’t take part in 

education.  

Some of the following signs may be indicators of neglect:  

• Children who are living in a home that is indisputably dirty or unsafe;  
• Children who are left hungry or dirty;  
• Children who are left without adequate clothing, e.g. not having a 

winter coat;  
• Children who are living in dangerous conditions, i.e. around drugs, 

alcohol or violence;  
• Children who are often angry, aggressive or self-harm;  

• Children who fail to receive basic health care
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; and  

• Parents who fail to seek medical treatment when their children are ill or 

are injured.
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