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Disabled children are 3-4 times more likely to be abused than non-disabled children.
1
 

However, ヴW;ﾉ ヮヴW┗;ﾉWﾐIW ヴ;デWゲ ;ヴW ヮヴﾗH;Hﾉ┞ ｴｷｪｴWヴ HWI;┌ゲW デｴWヴWげゲ ;ﾉゲﾗ W┗ｷSWﾐIW デｴ;デ デｴW 
abuse of disabled children is widely under-reported

2
. Children with communication 

ｷﾏヮ;ｷヴﾏWﾐデゲが ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ Sｷゲ;HｷﾉｷデｷWゲ ;ﾐS けHWｴ;┗ｷﾗ┌ヴ;ﾉ SｷゲﾗヴSWヴゲげ are particularly vulnerable. 

The abuse of disabled children appears to start at an earlier age than for other children and 

boys are disproportionately affected
3
.  Disabled children are more likely than others to be 

abused by family members or someone they know but are also vulnerable to maltreatment 

in care settings.
4
  

A recent study of child protection practice in Scotland
5
 suggests that disabled children fare 

less well in child protection services than their non-disabled peers. Despite ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ┘ﾗヴﾆWヴゲげ 
desire to be child-centred, some were anxious about or even resistant to working with 

disabled children. Where a child had communication impairments, this could be seen as a 

real ﾗHゲデ;IﾉWぎ ﾗﾐW ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ┘ﾗヴﾆWヴ ゲ;ｷS さｷa ┞ﾗ┌ I;ﾐげデ Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷI;デW ┘ｷデｴ ; IｴｷﾉSが デｴWﾐ ┞ﾗ┌ ﾃ┌ゲデ 
ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa ｪｷ┗W ┌ヮくざ OデｴWヴ social workers, however, had found creative ways to adapt 

communication with disabled children and seek their views.   

The research raised concerns about the risk of social workers over-empathising with 

parents, based on the view that having a disabled child was very burdensome. This can take 

デｴW aﾗI┌ゲ ;┘;┞ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW IｴｷﾉSげゲ ﾐWWSゲ ;ﾐS ﾏ;┞ even allow neglect or abuse to continue. 

Some practitioners from other agencies に health, education, the police and third sector に 

believed that social workers sometimes applied higher thresholds for action to disabled 
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children than were ;S┗ｷゲ;HﾉWが ｪｷ┗ｷﾐｪ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWゲ ﾗa ┞ﾗ┌ﾐｪ ヮWﾗヮﾉW さﾉWaデ ｷﾐ ゲケ┌;ﾉﾗヴ aﾗヴ a;ヴ デﾗﾗ 
ﾉﾗﾐｪくざ 

Another study, a┌ﾐSWS H┞ デｴW N“PCCが W┝ヮﾉﾗヴWS Sｷゲ;HﾉWS IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐげゲ ｴWﾉヮ-seeking behaviours 

following abuse, and how public services respond
6
.  Three disabled children and seven 

disabled adults were interviewed.  As children, all had experienced abuse or neglect for 

several years. Seven had told someone else what was happening at the time, in some cases 

on several occasions, but for only two people did this lead to positive action which stopped 

the abuse. Some participants had tried to convey their distress through challenging 

behaviour, including attempted suicide. Often such behaviours were assumed to be 

impairment-related. 

Disclosures were not always handled well by adults, leaving children feeling disbelieved and 

disempowered. Barriers to effective help-seeking included lack of awareness, among 

children and practitioners, of what constitutes abuse of disabled children, the low credibility 

attributed to their accounts, and デｴW ┞ﾗ┌ﾐｪ ヮWﾗヮﾉWげゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ feelings of self-blame, fear and 

isolation. Lack of communication support was a major hurdle for some, particularly deaf 

children. Enablers of protection included supportive, trusting relationships, so children felt 

they could disclose and be believed, and access to professional interpreters.  

Only one case was successfully prosecuted, where the perpetrator had been discovered by a 

police officer. Some adults felt an enduring sense of injustice. Long-term consequences 

included disrupted education and poor mental health, although a few participants said they 

had been able to transform childhood adversity into a more satisfying adult life.  

Practice learning points   

 Work proactively to identify potential signs of abuse: do not assume that disabled 

children are immune 

 AゲゲWゲゲﾏWﾐデゲ ﾗa Sｷゲ;HﾉWS IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐげs needs should be accompanied by assessment of 

デｴWｷヴ ヮ;ヴWﾐデゲげっI;ヴWヴゲげ ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞ ;ﾐS ┘ｷﾉﾉｷﾐｪﾐWゲゲ デﾗ IﾗヮW  

 T;ﾆW ゲデWヮゲ デﾗ ヴWS┌IW Sｷゲ;HﾉWS IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐげゲ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ｷゲﾗﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ Wｪぎ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ ゲヮﾗヴデゲ ;ﾐS 
leisure activities or befriending 

 Early in an investigative process, seek advice from professionals who know the child 

well (perhaps a teacher or third sector support worker),  

 Bヴｷﾐｪ デﾗｪWデｴWヴ W┝ヮWヴデｷゲW ｷﾐ IｴｷﾉS ヮヴﾗデWIデｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐげゲ Sｷゲ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞ 

 “WWﾆ デｴW IｴｷﾉSげゲ ┗ｷW┘ ;Hﾗ┌デ ┘ｴ;デ ｷゲ ｴ;ヮヮWﾐｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS ┘ｴ;デ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS ｴ;ヮヮWﾐ ﾐW┝デが 
adapting communication and providing support as required. Ask a speech and 

language therapist to help if appropriate  

 Arrange independent advocacy and/or a professional interpreter for the child as 

required 

 Offer counselling 
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 Ask local schools to provide sex and relationships education and safety skills training 

for disabled children  

 Provide (or seek) training for staff in communicating with disabled children 

 Provide (or seek) training in protecting disabled children 

 Cｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪW ;デデｷデ┌SWゲ デｴ;デ SｷゲIヴWSｷデ ﾗヴ Sｷﾏｷﾐｷゲｴ Sｷゲ;HﾉWS IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐげゲ I;ヮ;Iｷデ┞ デﾗ HW 
credible witnesses. Liaise with criminal justice services to ensure appropriate support 

is available for children meeting the police or attending court.  


