
 

 

 
 

 

A fact sheet detailing some of the signs and symptoms of 

abuse,  

and what to do if you are concerned. 
 

Those who work with children and vulnerable adults (adult at risk) have a 

responsibility to be aware and alert to signs that may indicate abuse. It is 

important to keep an open mind and consider carefully what concerns 

there may be. 

 

Some of the categories of abuse relate solely to adults this does not mean 

that children cannot experience abuse of this type. However it would 

come under one of the four types of abuse as defined by Working 

Together 2015. An example of this is child trafficking which could come 

under any of the four headings. 

 

Whilst these signs do not necessarily mean that a child or adult at risk is 

being abused, they probably indicate that the person or their family is 

having some problems which should be investigated and support where 

appropriate offered.  

 

The most important thing is that people always seek further advice and 

guidance and report all allegations of suspected abuse to a child or adult.  

Follow the diocesan guidelines: http://gloucester.anglican.org/parish-

life/safeguarding/ 

 

 

Confidentiality 

Never promise to keep confidentiality – this can be a tricky area for 

people to understand but we have a duty of care to others who may be 

at risk, so always say something like: `You can tell me anything, but if you 

tell me something that makes me concerned that you or anyone else 

might be at risk, then I will let you know what I am going to do so that 

you know’. 

 

http://gloucester.anglican.org/parish-life/safeguarding/
http://gloucester.anglican.org/parish-life/safeguarding/


 

 

Possible indicators of abuse in children and adults at risk 
 

PHYSICAL (children and adults) 

 

 
 

SEXUAL (children and adults) 

 

 

 Unexplained injuries or those that have received no medical attention 

 Differing explanations for injury 

 Hidden injuries or fractures and sprains 

 Signs of neglect 

 Finger marks, bite marks, cuts, scratches, bite marks 

 Lacerations, weal marks, puncture wounds, finger marks, burns and 

scalds 

 Bruises (particularly if there is a lot of bruising of different ages) and 

discolouration 

 Any injury that has not been properly cared for such as untreated 

pressure sores 

 Poor skin condition or poor skin hygiene 

 Loss of hair, loss of weight and change of appetite 

 Insomnia or unexplained behaviour, fearfulness, unexplained paranoia, 

anxiety 

 Allegations made by a child or young person 

 Preoccupation with sexual matters 

 Sexual activity through words, play or drawings 

 Severe sleep disturbances with fears  

 Showing sexual behaviour or knowledge beyond the norm for their 

developmental stage 

 Sexually transmitted infections 

 Pregnancy particularly in under age children 

 Relationships where there is power, control or age differences 

 Significant changes in usual behaviour or significant mood changes or 

distress 

 Expressions of feelings of guilt or shame 

 Unexplained difficulties in walking or sitting Itching, soreness, bruises or 

lacerations 



 

 

EMOTIONAL/PSYCHOLOGICAL ABUSE (children and adults) 

 

 
 

 

SELF-NEGLECT (in adults). This covers a wide range of behaviour 

neglecting to care for one’s personal hygiene, health or surroundings and 

includes behaviour such as hoarding.  

 

 

 Regression of behaviour 

 Nervousness 

 Sudden under- achievement 

 Inappropriate relationships with peers/adults 

 Attention seeking 

 Running away 

 Stealing 

 Lying 

 Looking uncared for 

 Behaviour that it is out of character for a child 

 Untypical changes in mood, attitude and behaviour  

 Changes in sleep pattern 

 Loss of appetite 

 Anger 

 Excessive fear or anxiety, helplessness or passivity 

 Confusion or disorientation  

 Dehydration, malnutrition, untreated or improperly attended medical 

conditions, and poor personal hygiene; 

 Hazardous or unsafe living conditions/arrangements (e.g., improper 

wiring, no indoor plumbing, no heat, no running water); 

 Unsanitary or unclean living quarters (e.g., animal/insect infestation, no 

functioning toilet, fecal/urine smell); 

 Inappropriate and/or inadequate clothing, lack of the necessary medical 

aids (e.g., eyeglasses, hearing aids, dentures); and 

 Grossly inadequate housing or homelessness 



 

 

 Under nourishment 

 Failure to grow 

 Constant hunger 

 Stealing or gorging food,  

 Untreated illnesses 

 Not receiving an adequate level of care and supervision appropriate 

to their age 

 Not in the right clothes for the weather or poor ill-fitting clothes 

consistently 

 Dirty 

 Dirt of urine or faecal smell in a person’s environment  

 Pressure sores  

 Prolonged isolation or lack of stimulation  

 Depression  

 Person has dishevelled appearance or is dressed inappropriately  

 Under or over medication  

 Home environment does not meet basic needs, for example no 

heating  

 Signs of malnourishment or dehydration  

 Person who is not able to look after him or herself is left unattended 

and so put at risk 

 Not being helped to the toilet when assistance is requested. 

NEGLECT (children and adults) 

 

  



 

 

DISCRIMINATION (children or adults) 

This may be related to a particular characteristic of a child or person or 

group of people/children – some examples include; on the grounds of 

their gender, race, religion, ethnicity, language, culture, sexual orientation. 

 

 Tendency to withdraw 

 Fearfulness and anxiety 

 Being refused access to services or being excluded inappropriately 

 Loss of self esteem 

 Expressions of anger or frustration 

 Lack of choice 

 Lack of personal possessions 

These may also be as a result of institutional behaviours or as a result 

of actions by individuals 

 

 

ORGANISATIONAL (usually related to adults) 

 

 Lack of privacy, eg a failure to close doors when attending to 

personal care needs 

 Failure to knock on a door before entering, for example a bedroom 

or bathroom 

 No access to personal possessions or personal allowance 

 Failure to promote or support a person’s spiritual or cultural beliefs 

 A culture of treating ‘everyone the same’ which is different from 

treating everyone ‘equally’ 

 A couple being prevented from living together 

 Abuse of medication 

 Dehumanising language 

 Infantilising older people – speaking to or treating them like a child 

 Locking people in their rooms 

 

 

 

 



 

 

MODERN SLAVERY 

encompasses slavery, human trafficking, forced labour and domestic 

servitude. 

 

 
 

 

SPIRITUAL  

 

 Distorted image of God 

 Preoccupation with spiritual performance 

 Distorted self-identity as a Christian 

 Problems relating to spiritual authority 

 

 

 

 

 

 Signs of physical or psychological abuse e.g. looking malnourished 

or unkempt, appearing withdrawn. 

 They may rarely be allowed to travel on their own, seem under 

the control, influence of others, rarely interact or appear 

unfamiliar with their neighbourhood or where they work. 

 Victims may be living in dirty, cramped or overcrowded 

accommodation, and / or living and working at the same address. 

 They may have no identification documents, have few personal 

possessions and always wear the same clothes day in day out. 

What clothes they do wear may not be suitable for their work. 

 Victims have little opportunity to move freely and may have had 

their travel documents retained, e.g. passports. 

 They may be dropped off / collected for work on a regular basis 

either very early or late at night. 

 Victims may avoid eye contact, appear frightened or hesitant to 

talk to strangers and fear law enforcers for many reasons, such as 

not knowing who to trust or where to get help, fear of 

deportation, fear of violence to them or their family. 

https://modernslavery.co.uk/spot-the-signs.html 



 

 

FINANCIAL (usually related to adults) 

 

 Deterioration in standard of living eg inability to purchase items 

normally afford  

 Unusual activity in bank accounts – or misuse of debit/credit cards 

 Cheques being signed or cashed by other people without someone’s 

consent  

 Inappropriate granting and/or use of a Power of Attorney  

 Sudden change or creation of a will to benefit an individual 

significantly  

 Missing personal belongings eg jewelry or household positions 

 Unexplained loss cash 

 Inability to pay bills, overdue rent  

 

 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

Children over 16 years and adults abuse can take the form of 

psychological, physical, sexual, financial and emotional. 

Signs of abuse may include: 

 

 

 Changing their behavior in front of their partner 

 Appearing nervous or scared when with their partner. 

 Loss in confidence 

 Constantly receiving texts or calls 

 Having bruises and injuries with inconsistent explanations 

 Change in appearance e.g dressing more conservatively 

 An increase in time off work due to illness 

 Unhappy 

 Being picked up and dropped off by partner and being anxious 

about being late to meet them. 

 Afraid to be themselves or avoiding doing things due to fear of 

their partner’s reaction. 

  


