
General Signs 
of Abuse

• regular flinching in response to sudden but harmless actions, for example 
someone raising a hand quickly 

• showing an inexplicable fear of particular places or making excuses to avoid 
particular people 

• knowledge of ‘adult issues’ for example alcohol, drugs and/or sexual behaviour 
which is inappropriate for their age or stage of development 

• angry outbursts or behaving aggressively towards other children, adults, animals    
or toys 

• becoming withdrawn or appearing anxious, clingy or depressed 

• self-harming or thoughts about suicide 

• changes in eating habits or developing eating disorders 

• regularly experiencing nightmares or sleep problems 

• risky behaviour such as substance misuse or criminal activity 

• running away or regularly going missing from home or care 

• not receiving adequate medical attention after injuries. 

This document is based upon the UK group 
National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC)’s definitions of abuse.

Children who suffer abuse may be afraid to tell anybody about the abuse. They may struggle with
feelings of guilt, shame or confusion – particularly if the abuser is a parent, caregiver or other close
family member or friend. Many of the signs that a child is being abused are the same regardless of
the type of abuse. Anyone working with children or young people needs to be vigilant to the signs
listed below.

These signs do not necessarily mean that a child is being abused. There may well be other reasons for
changes in a child’s behaviour such as a bereavement or relationship problems between
parents/carers. In assessing whether signs are related to abuse or not, they need to be considered in
the context of the child’s development and situation.
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