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Handout 
Definitions of abuse and harm

Trying to define child abuse as a world phenomenon 
is difficult because of the vast cultural, religious, social/
political, legal and economic differences that children 
experience. What may seem to be abusive in one 
country may be acceptable in another. In order that child 
safeguarding approaches make sense it is crucial that 
a common understanding is reached by organisations 
as to what the definition of child abuse is and in what 
circumstances their policy and procedures apply.

Any definition of child abuse and neglect assumes a 
definition of the child. According to the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), a child is every human 
being below the age of 18 years. However, some countries 
state that children reach adulthood younger than 18.

Child abuse and neglect, sometimes 
also referred to as child maltreatment, 
is defined in the World Report on 
Violence and Health as all forms 
of physical and/or emotional ill-
treatment, sexual abuse, neglect or 
negligent treatment or commercial or 
other exploitation resulting in actual 
or potential harm to the child’s health, 
survival, development or dignity 
in the context of a relationship of 
responsibility, trust, or power.
(WHO, 1999 & 2002)

Many children living throughout the world can therefore 
easily be described as being abused in a very general sense 
because they are denied basic human rights and live in 
circumstances that are extremely difficult. However, any 
definition of abuse needs to be carefully thought through 
as no child safeguarding policy can address all abuse of 
children and would be ineffective if it were used in this way.

Definitions
These definitions can be used as a guide:

Physical abuse: actual or potential physical harm 
perpetrated by another person, adult or child. it may 
involve hitting, shaking, poisoning, drowning and burning. 
Physical harm may also be caused when a parent or carer 
fabricates the symptoms of, or deliberately induces illness 
in a child.

Sexual abuse: forcing or enticing a child to take 
part in sexual activities that he or she does not fully 
understand and has little choice in consenting to. 
This may include, but is not limited to, rape, oral sex, 
penetration, or non-penetrative acts such as masturbation, 
kissing, rubbing and touching. It may also include 
involving children in looking at, or producing sexual 
images, watching sexual activities and encouraging 
children to behave in sexually inappropriate ways.

Child sexual exploitation: a form of sexual abuse that 
involves children being engaged in any sexual activity in 
exchange for money, gifts, food, accommodation, affection, 
status, or anything else that they or their family needs. It 
usually involves a child being manipulated or coerced, 
which may involve befriending children, gaining their trust, 
and subjecting them to drugs and alcohol. The abusive 
relationship between victim and perpetrator involves an 
imbalance of power where the victim’s options are limited. 
It is a form of abuse that can be misunderstood by children 
and adults as consensual.

Child sexual exploitation manifests in different ways. It 
can involve an older perpetrator exercising financial, 
emotional or physical control over a young person. It can 
involve peers manipulating or forcing victims into sexual 
activity, sometimes within gangs and in gang-affected 
neighbourhoods. It may also involve opportunistic or 
organised networks of perpetrators who profit financially 
from trafficking young victims between different locations 
to engage in sexual activity with multiple men.
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Neglect and negligent treatment: allowing for context, 
resources and circumstances,   neglect and negligent 
treatment refers to a persistent failure to meet a child’s 
basic physical and /or psychological needs, which is likely 
to result in serious impairment of a child’s healthy physical, 
spiritual, moral and mental development. It includes the 
failure to properly supervise and protect children from 
harm and provide for nutrition, shelter and safe living/
working conditions. It may also involve maternal neglect 
during pregnancy as a result of drug or alcohol misuse and 
the neglect and ill treatment of a disabled child.

Emotional abuse: persistent emotional maltreatment that 
impacts on a child’s emotional development. Emotionally 
abusive acts include restriction of movement, degrading, 
humiliating, bullying (including cyber bullying), and 
threatening, scaring, discriminating, ridiculing or other non-
physical forms of hostile or rejecting treatment.

Commercial exploitation: exploiting a child in work 
or other activities for the benefit of others and to the 
detriment of the child’s physical or mental health, 
education, moral or social-emotional development. It 
includes, but is not limited to, child labour.

Other forms of abuse
Internet abuse and abusive images of children: 
Abusive images of children (commonly known as child 
pornography) is defined as any representation, by whatever 
means of a child engaged in real or simulated explicit 
sexual activities or any representation of the sexual parts 
of a child for sexual purposes. Technology has also meant 
that children are now subject to additional abuse and cyber 
bullying through the internet and other forms of social 
media. Digital and mobile phone cameras have made 
it possible for some children’s images to be distributed 
across the internet without their knowledge and there is 
also a trade in the transmittal of abusive images of children. 
Children may also be at risk of coming in to contact with 
people who want to harm them through  their use of the 
internet. More information is available in Keeping Children 
Safe Online: A guide for organisations.

Additional information on internet safety advice for parents, 
carers and children and young people can be found on: 
www.ceop.gov.uk and www.thinkuknow.co.uk

Abuse linked to belief in “possession”, “witchcraft” or 
related to spiritual or religious belief: Abuse linked 
to the belief in “spirit possession”, “witchcraft” or other 
spiritual beliefs can occur when communities or individuals 
believe that a child or an adult is in possession of evil 
spirits. In the case of child abuse it generally occurs 
when the child is being viewed as “different”: the child 
could be disobedient, ill or disabled. The accuser (often 
small groups of people somehow related to the child) 
believe they need to “punish” the allegedly possessed 
child or free/exorcise him or her of the spirit.

Such beliefs can result in extremely cruel practices to 
children, including severe beating, burning, starvation, 
isolation, cutting or stabbing. They can even cause death of 
the child. Ritualistic ceremonies or other practices to hurt 
children can also be part of this harmful practice.

The belief in “possession” and “witchcraft” is widespread.  
It is not confined to particular countries, cultures or 
religions. See: www.everychildmatters.gov.uk

Spiritual abuse occurs when a spiritual leader or someone 
in a position of spiritual power or authority (whether 
organisation, institution, church or family) misuses their 
power or authority, and the trust placed in them, with 
the intention of controlling, coercing, manipulating or 
dominating a child. Spiritual abuse is always about the 
misuse of power within a framework of spiritual belief 
or practice, in order to meet the needs of the abuser (or 
enhance his or her position) at the expense of the needs 
of the child. Spiritual abuse results in spiritual harm to a 
child and can be linked to other abuse such as physical, 
sexual and emotional abuse. [Note: This definition applies 
to a Christian setting and should be adapted to the specific 
issues relevant to other faith settings.]

Abuse of trust A relationship of trust can be described as 
one in which one party is in a position of power or influence 
over the other by virtue of their work or the nature of 
their activity. An abuse of trust can be committed by, for 
example, a teacher, humanitarian or development worker, 
sports coach, scout leader, faith leader. It is vital that those 
in a position of trust understand clearly the power this 
gives them over those they care for and the responsibilities 
this carries. They must be given clear guidance to ensure 
they do not abuse their position or put themselves in a 
position where allegations of abuse, whether justified or 
unfounded, can be made. This is particularly important in 
the context of humanitarian aid, when those in positions of 
power also control aid and resources.

Child abuse is a global problem that is deeply 
rooted in cultural, economic and social practices.

(WHO 2002)

https://www.keepingchildrensafe.global/
http://www.ceop.gov.uk
http://www.thinkuknow.co.uk
http://www.everychildmatters.gov.uk
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Cultural values Some common factors, such as poor 
economic status, violence within the home, and drug and 
alcohol abuse, increase the likelihood of children being 
abused. However some of the most powerful factors are 
specific to the culture and society in which a child lives. It 
is vital to determine what are the culturally accepted child 
rearing practices and attitudes to faith, gender, disability, 
sexual orientation in different countries and regions. This 
is not to lower the level of concern, or condone abuse but 
more to understand the environment in which it occurs and 
the community attitude to it.

Indicators of abuse
Indicators of abuse give us important clues to what might 
be happening to a child or young person. They should not 
though be seen in isolation from the rest of the child’s life 
and experience.

For disabled children indicators of abuse may be masked 
or confused by their disability and/or by the way their 
disability is viewed or perceived. Common statements put 
forward include that:

• injuries are self inflicted

• behaviour is symptomatic of the disability

• a disabled child’s allegation is false because he or she 
does not know what they are talking about

• a disabled child has to treated in a certain way for his or 
her own good: for instance by restraining, chaining up or 
not feeding or dressing the child

It is therefore important to recognise that disabled 
children can be abused and harmed and humanitarian 
aid workers have encountered many instances of 
disabled children being wrongly treated and abused. 
Importantly as well the effects of abuse may be more 
dangerous for disabled children than for others. For 
instance not feeding a child who cannot feed him or 
herself will ultimately lead to death. The protection of 
disabled children therefore may need extra thought and 
attention especially when a community or society does 
not recognise the human rights of disabled children.

Additional factors
Research studies have increased awareness of the potential 
harmful impact on the emotional development of young 
people who live in families where domestic violence, 
mental health problems, drug or alcohol abuse may be 
present. Children who act as carers for disabled parents 
may also have additional support needs.

Bullying is now recognised as increasingly harmful to 
children and young people. This can take the form of 
physical intimidation, verbal intimidation – including racist 
and sexist remarks – or emotional intimidation, for example 
isolating or excluding someone. It is difficult to define 
but always involves a less powerful person experiencing 
deliberate hostility.

These notes have been prepared using a variety of sources 
and original material. Further resource information can be 
found on the www.nspcc.org.uk website and www.who.int

http://www.nspcc.org.uk
http://www.who.int

