Appendix 5: Child Abuse: Types, Symptoms and Reasonable Concern
Thresholds
(Neglect, Emotional Abuse, Physical Abuse)
1. Neglect
Child neglect is the most frequently reported category of abuse, both in Ireland and
internationally. Ongoing chronic neglect is recognised as being extremely harmful to the
development and well-being of the child and may have serious long-term negative
consequences.
Neglect occurs when a child does not receive adequate care or supervision to the extent that
the child is harmed physically or developmentally. It is generally defined in terms of an
omission of care, where a child’s health, development or welfare is impaired by being
deprived of food, clothing, warmth, hygiene, medical care, intellectual stimulation or
supervision and safety. Emotional neglect may also lead to the child having attachment
difficulties. The extent of the damage to the child’s health, development or welfare is
influenced by a range of factors. These factors include the extent, if any, of positive influence
in the child’s life as well as the age of the child and the frequency and consistency of neglect
Neglect is associated with poverty, but not necessarily caused by it. It is strongly linked to
parental substance misuse, domestic violence, and parental mental illness and disability. A
reasonable concern for the child’s welfare would exist when neglect becomes typical of the
relationship between the child and the parent or carer. This may become apparent where you
see the child over a period of time, or the effects of neglect may be obvious based on having
seen the child once.
The following are features of child neglect:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Lack of adequate clothing
Persistent failure to attend school
Inattention to basic hygiene
Abandonment or desertion
Children being left alone without adequate care and supervision
Malnourishment, lacking food, unsuitable food or erratic feeding
Non-organic failure to thrive, i.e. a child not gaining weight due not only to malnutrition
but also emotional deprivation
Failure to provide adequate care for the child’s medical and developmental needs,
including intellectual stimulation
Inadequate living conditions – unhygienic conditions, environmental issues, including lack
of adequate heating and furniture
Lack of protection and exposure to danger, including moral danger or lack of supervision
appropriate to the child’s age.

2. Emotional Abuse
Emotional abuse is the systematic emotional or psychological ill-treatment of a child as part
of the overall relationship between a caregiver and a child. Once-off and occasional difficulties
between a parent/carer and child are not considered emotional abuse. Abuse occurs when a
child’s basic need for attention, affection, approval, consistency and security are not met, due
to incapacity or indifference from their parent or caregiver. Emotional abuse can also occur
when adults responsible for taking care of children are unaware of and unable (for a range of
reasons) to meet their children’s emotional and developmental needs. Emotional abuse is not
easy to recognise because the effects are not easily seen.
A reasonable concern for the child’s welfare would exist when the behaviour becomes typical
of the relationship between the child and the parent or carer.

Emotional abuse may be seen in some of the following ways:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Rejection
Lack of attachment
Lack of comfort and love
Ongoing family conflicts and violence
Lack of proper stimulation (e.g. play)
Bullying
Extreme overprotectiveness
Inappropriate non-physical punishment (e.g. locking child in bedroom)
Continuous lack of praise/encouragement
Persistent criticism, sarcasm, hostility or blaming of the child
Conditional parenting where care/affection of a child depends on child’s behaviour/
actions
Lack of continuity of care (e.g. frequent moves, particularly unplanned)
Very inappropriate expectations of a child relative to his/her age and stage of
development.

There may be no physical signs of emotional abuse unless it occurs with another type of
abuse. A child may show signs of emotional abuse through their actions or emotions in
several ways. These include insecure attachment, unhappiness, low self-esteem, educational
and developmental underachievement, risk taking and aggressive behaviour
It should be noted that no one indicator is conclusive evidence of emotional abuse. Emotional
abuse is more likely to impact negatively on a child where it is persistent over time and
where there is a lack of other protective factors

3. Physical Abuse
Physical abuse is when someone deliberately hurts a child physically or puts them at risk of
being physically hurt. It may occur as a single incident or as a pattern of incidents. A
reasonable concern exists where the child’s health and/or development is, may be, or has
been damaged as a result of suspected physical abuse.
Physical abuse can include the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Physical punishment
Pinching, biting, choking or hair-pulling
Beating, slapping, hitting or kicking
Use of excessive force in handling
Pushing, shaking or throwing
Deliberate poisoning
Suffocation
Fabricated/induced illness
Female genital mutilation.

The Children First Act 2015 includes a provision that abolishes the common law defence of
reasonable chastisement in court proceedings. This defence could previously be invoked by a
parent or other person in authority who physically disciplined a child. The change in the
legislation now means that in prosecutions relating to assault or physical cruelty, a person
who administers such punishment to a child cannot rely on the defence of reasonable
chastisement in the legal proceedings. The result of this is that the protections in law relating
to assault now apply to a child in the same way as they do to an adult.

