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From the editor
We start on page 5 of the October issue 
with the changes�to�the�disclosure,�
vetting�and�barring�scheme, some of 
which came into force in September. 
These are significant changes and will 
take some getting to grips with. 

E-safety is always an issue for school 
but parents also need to understand the 
risks for children using new 
technologies. Turn to page 6 to read 
about an�e-safety�session�for�parents 
and some grandparents, and the need to 
ensure a balance between recognising 
the risks and the huge benefits to be 
gained through the use of the internet.

On page 8 I revisit an article I wrote 
five years ago,�‘Do�children�tell�lies�
about�sexual�abuse?’ It received a lot of 
comments: some said they found it 
really useful, and some suggested that 
the model I had used could be 
dangerous if not fully understood. I still 
use this model when I am asked to give a 
professional opinion in disciplinary 
cases and refer to it again as one that 
helps us understand children’s 
explanations of events and incidents. I 
am very interested in your views of it.

Finally, on page 11 we examine the 
newly-published action plan to�tackle�
abuse�linked�to�faith�and�belief.

Disabled�children�need�
better�protection
An Ofsted report on protecting disabled 
children has found that disabled children 
in receipt of child-in-need services too 
often had child protection needs that went 
unidentified. Low-level risks were 
managed effectively and in good time 
through multi-agency support; when child 
protection concerns were clear, they were 
investigated promptly and effective action 
was taken to ensure children were safe. 
But, where concerns were less defined the 
response was not always the right one.

Protecting Disabled Children: Thematic 
Inspection Report looked at the effectiveness 
of child protection work for disabled 
children in 12 local authorities, tracing 
disabled children’s journeys through the 
system to understand how well they are 
protected from harm. It found that contacts 
with, and referrals to, children’s social care 
were not routinely analysed to consider if 
the proportion of referrals relating to 
disabled children reflected the proportion 
of disabled children within the local area.

Disabled children are more dependent 
than other children on their parents and 
carers for their personal care, for access to 

services to ensure that their health needs are 
met and for ensuring that they are living in 
a safe environment. The impact of neglect 
on disabled children is therefore significant. 

Ofsted deputy chief inspector John 
Goldup said: ‘Research suggests that 
disabled children, sadly, are more likely to 
be abused than children without 
disabilities. Yet they are less likely than 
other children to be subject to child 
protection... Inspectors saw some fantastic 
examples of good early multi-agency 
support for children and their families. 
But in some cases the focus on support 
for parents and their children seemed to 
obscure the child’s need for protection.’

When children were made subject to 
child protection plans, good progress was 
usually made in reducing risks. However, 
the extent to which disabled children’s 
views and wishes were captured and 
recorded by agencies varied. Children were 
not always spoken to directly about the 
concerns for their welfare even when they 
could communicate well; advocacy was 
usually not considered and was rarely used.
See the report: http://bit.ly/Qd3Kdn

Care�applications�remain�high
Cafcass, the Children and Family Court 
Advisory and Support Service, received 
4,489 new care applications between 
April 2012 and August 2012, 8.5% higher 
than the same period in the previous 
financial year. There were 966 care 
applications in England in August 2012. 

Applications received during all months 
apart from June this financial year have 
been the highest ever recorded by Cafcass 

for these individual months, with the 982 
applications received in May 2012 being 
the highest ever recorded for a single 
month. The comparatively lower demand 
in June 2012 is believed to be due to the 
lack of working days available because of 
the additional bank holidays this year.
Cafcass statistics: http://bit.ly/Qd5UKb
Cafcass’s 2012 study of care 
applications: http://bit.ly/Qd62tf
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We�can’t�squeeze�all�of�this�into�your�
newsletter.�Make�the�most�of�the�whole�
Safeguarding Support Service

Protecting Children Update is part of the 
Safeguarding Support Service. That means, 
as a subscriber, you have online access to 
best practice case studies, the latest 
safeguarding news, changed government 
policies and expert support that we can’t fit in 
the newsletter.  

Make the most of your subscription —  
don’t miss:

ll  Surviving a child protection conference:  
http://bit.ly/PdHxKv

ll  A case study of outstanding safeguarding: we did 
it!: http://bit.ly/PlHnPB

ll  Sexual exploitation: is it happening in your 
school?: http://bit.ly/QlL3Sw

ll  New learning from serious case reviews: a two-
year report for 2009-2011: http://bit.ly/TNVenN

Consult�the�Experts
Our expert panel is available to support you in 
your role. Make the most of your subscription 
and get the expert support you need. Here’s 
how our panel has helped other child 
protection coordinators recently:  

A teacher has introduced inappropriate 
sexual content into lessons…  
http://bit.ly/NpT8bd 

In�the�Reference�Zone,�we�stay�on�
top�of�your�changing�legal�obligations�
–�helping�you�keep�your�policies��
up-to-date.

Here is a sample of the latest revisions:

ll Recruitment and selection model policy

http://bit.ly/QWBvvW
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Recession�puts�strain�on�
families�in�poverty
Save the Children is seeking to raise 
£500,000 to help children from low-paid 
working families, who it says are going 
without hot meals and winter clothes, in 
its new campaign bearing the slogan ‘It 
Shouldn’t Happen Here’.

The charity estimates that 3.5 million 
children are living in poverty in the UK 
and says this figure is expected to soar by 
400,000 in the coming years, blaming 
lack of jobs, stagnating wages, increased 
living costs and spending cuts.

According to the report, 61% of parents 
in poverty say they have cut back on food 
and over a quarter (26%) say they have 
skipped meals in the past year; 19% say 
their children have to go without new 
shoes when they need them. Children in 
poverty say they miss out on things other 
children take for granted, such as going 
on school trips (19%) and having a warm 
coat in winter (14%).

Only 20% of parents in poverty say they 
have not had to borrow money to pay for 
essentials, such as food and clothes, in the 
past year. Researchers were struck by the 
extent to which children are aware of the 
financial strain their parents are under 
and children are sharing their parents’ 
stress about lack of money. Financial 

worries are more likely to result in 
arguments and disagreements in the 
household, and low-income parents are 
twice as likely to split up.

Parents in poverty are more likely to 
report snapping at their children because 
of stress about money (23% compared to 
10% of better-off parents) and 24% of 
parents in poverty say they argue more 
with their partner than they used to 
because of money worries. 

The charity is calling on government to 
stick to its 2020 child-poverty targets and 
to commit to encouraging more employers 
to pay the living wage, so parents can earn 
enough to lift their children out of poverty 
(the living wage is higher than the 
minimum wage and gives the pay required 
for a worker to provide their family with 
the essentials of life). It wants government 
to strengthen the new welfare system – 
Universal Credit – by allowing working 
parents to keep more of their earnings 
before benefits are withdrawn and to help 
parents afford to work by providing extra 
support towards childcare so that at least 
80% of low-income parents’ childcare 
costs are covered.
Read Child Poverty in 2012: It Shouldn’t 
Happen Here at: http://bit.ly/QdaUyj

Figures obtained by the Daily Mail have 
revealed that last year 357 youngsters 
under the age of 18 were found guilty of 
offences ranging from rape of another 
child, sexual grooming and taking or 
possessing indecent photographs of 
minors. In addition, more than 40% of 
the young people convicted last year were 
aged between 10 and 15.

The figures were obtained by Andrew 
Turner, Tory MP for the Isle of Wight, 
following a parliamentary question. In 
2011, a total of 221 children aged between 
16 and 18, and 136 aged between 10 and 15 
were convicted of sexual offences. It 
included sexual assault on a child aged 
under 13, rape or attempted rape against a 
child aged under 16, and sexual activity 
involving a child. 

Campaigners have seized on the figures 
as evidence of the harmful effect of online 

pornography on young minds. Another 
Daily Mail report says that the helpline 
Childline has reported that, during the 
year 2011-12, it carried out 641 counselling 
sessions following calls from children who 
had been ‘exposed to sexually indecent 
images such as pornographic material and 
videos’. This is an increase of 34% on the 
478 total the previous year. The number of 
boys contacting Childline about the issue 
has increased by 70% to 268 in 2011-12.

The NSPCC is campaigning to help 
children protect themselves on the 
internet. It wants the online industry to 
make a firm commitment to tackle online 
porn, and says the government should 
legislate if the industry drags its heels.

You can join the NSPCC debate on 
Twitter at: twitter.com/NSPCC or on 
Facebook at: www.facebook.com/nspcc

Pilot�for�domestic�
violence�disclosure�
scheme
The Domestic Violence Disclosure 
Scheme (DVDS) known as ‘Clare’s law’, 
which gives people the right to ask 
questions about their partner’s violent 
past, has been launched by four police 
forces as part of a 12-month trial.

Greater Manchester, Gwent, Wiltshire 
and Nottinghamshire forces are piloting 
the scheme, which will end in September 
2013. The scheme has been nicknamed 
Clare’s law after Clare Wood from 
Salford, who was murdered by her 
ex-boyfriend, who she met on Facebook. 
She had complained several times to 
police about him before her death in 
2009 but was not aware that he had 
previous convictions for harassing his 
previous girlfriends, including one for 
kidnapping his ex-partner at knifepoint.

The scheme also allows third parties 
such as parents and other relatives, 
neighbours or concerned officials to 
seek disclosure of information about 
people they have fears about.
Find out more: http://bit.ly/UO86It

Report�reveals�
extent�of�human�
trafficking
The UK Human Trafficking Centre has 
published a report looking at the scale 
and nature of human trafficking in the 
UK in 2011. The report found that there 
were 2,077 potential victims of human 
trafficking identified in the UK in 2011, of 
which 24% (489) were children. 

The five most common countries of 
potential victims were Romania, 
Slovakia, Nigeria, Poland and the Czech 
Republic. Sexual exploitation and labour 
exploitation were the two most 
prevalent exploitation types reported. 
Within the UK, 99 UK citizens were 
trafficked for sexual exploitation, with 
over 80% identified as female children; 
38 UK male citizens were trafficked for 
labour exploitation by members of the 
UK traveller community.

Children are vulnerable to targeting 
by traffickers, especially if they are 
illegal immigrants; cultural and 
language factors also play a role.

View the report at: 
http://bit.ly/UNONPy

Young�people�committing�sexual�
abuse�and�looking�at�porn
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Guidance�sets�out�doctors’�child�
protection�responsibilities
Child protection guidance from the 
General Medical Council (GMC) came 
into effect on 3 September 2012. The 
guidance sets out doctors’ responsibilities 
in safeguarding, including: when treating 
an adult patient, doctors must consider 
whether the patient poses a risk to 
children, and be able to identify risk 
factors for abuse or neglect. It also includes 
advice on information sharing, working 
with other agencies, and acting as a 
witness in court.

A survey, commissioned by the GMC, 
on the website Netmums, looked at 
parents’ experiences of when their child 
was taken ill or injured and how they 
thought doctors should act if they 
suspected abuse or neglect. It was 
responded to by 1,500 people and found 
that 94% of parents agreed that doctors 
had a duty to find out if a child was at risk, 

even when they were only treating adult 
patients. Almost all respondents (99%) 
said doctors should take steps to find out 
whether a child was at risk if they thought 
that parents were taking illegal drugs or 
abusing alcohol. More than 90% said they 
wanted their doctor to alert them 
immediately if they were concerned their 
child was at risk of abuse or neglect. 

The guidance is the result of a two-year 
working party that heard evidence from a 
range of child protection specialists. It has 
been issued to more than 230,000 doctors 
and is designed to give doctors the 
confidence to act when they need to and 
makes clear where they can turn to for 
support. 

The advice says that doctors must be 
aware of the risk factors that have been 
linked to abuse and neglect and look out 
for signs that the child or young person 

may be at risk. Risk factors include having 
parents with mental health or substance-
misuse issues, living in a home where 
domestic violence takes place, or living in 
poverty.

It also highlights that teenagers may be 
particularly concerned about keeping 
confidential information from their 
parents, schools, children’s services, the 
police and other statutory agencies, and 
points out that sharing information 
appropriately is essential to providing 
safe, effective care, both for the individual 
and for the wider community.

You can download Protecting Children 
and Young People: The Responsibilities 
of all Doctors at: http://bit.ly/UOaNd9

Read Child Poverty in 2012: It Shouldn’t 
Happen Here at: http://bit.ly/QdaUyj

The BBC reports that sex offenders in 
England and Wales can now appeal against 
staying on the sex offenders register for life. 

Shortly before the 2010 general election, 
the Supreme Court ruled that denying 
offenders the right of appeal was 
incompatible with their human rights, 
although it underlined that it was entirely 
lawful to monitor someone for life if they 
are a danger to society. Ministers said they 
would make the minimum changes 
possible in order to comply with the ruling.

The government has estimated that a 
maximum of 1,200 sex offenders will be 
eligible for a review each year. Reviews will 
be considered by individual police forces.

In his blog on the Huffington Post 
website, NSPCC’s head of strategy and 
development for sexual abuse writes: 
‘Though we understand this legal ruling 

cannot be overturned, the NSPCC’s view is 
that we can never be sure a sex offender will 
not re-offend. There is no known “cure” for 
adults who sexually abuse children. We can 
only try to control and contain their 
behaviour which is why they should stay on 
the sex offender register for life.

‘Sex offenders are sophisticated predators. 
They are manipulative and will often go to 
great lengths to get close to their potential 
victims. Some will have abused children 
many times before they are caught. This is 
why it is so important that they are closely 
tracked after their release as there will 
always be a risk they will abuse again.’

See the BBC report at:  
http://bbc.in/UOri8W
Read Jon Brown’s blog at:  
http://huff.to/UOrqFF

Calls�to�forced�marriage�hotline�increase
The BBC reported that Scottish calls 
to Karma Nirvana, a charity that helps 
victims of forced marriage and honour-
based abuse, have increased by 44% 
between 2011-12 (48 calls to 69). A 
roadshow is taking place in Edinburgh 
that aims to help professionals such 
as teachers, police, health and social 
workers spot potential victims of forced 
marriage, as well as young men and 

women at risk of honour-based abuse. 
Jasvinder Sanghera, chief executive 
and founder, said: ‘There are still high 
levels of under-reporting on this issue 
nationally and we need to raise the 
profile on this issue to ensure that more 
victims come forward to obtain the help 
they need.’ The Karma Nirvana website 
offers a list of best practice ‘dos and 
don’ts’ (www.karmanirvana.org.uk).

Law�change�will�
increase�social�
worker�load
The impact on social workers and local 
authorities of the new Legal Aid, 
Sentencing and Punishment of 
Offenders Act 2012 could be enormous. 
Changes to the law mean that any child 
in youth detention accommodation 
would be deemed a looked-after child, 
and 17-year-olds will now all be 
remanded to LA or youth detention 
accommodation rather than prison. The 
changes are expected to come into force 
before the end of the year.

A report in Community Care 
highlights that councils, uncertain of 
the impact on their resources, want to 
see a number of key issues resolved. 
These include: how assessments will be 
carried out; how funding will be 
devolved; how councils will be charged 
for the cost of remand placements and 
the threshold for young people gaining 
rights as care leavers.

Some LAs view the change positively, 
as a chance to combine youth justice 
and children’s social care budgets to try 
something different. Some are 
considering increasing secure fostering 
arrangements but the cost of a 
therapeutic residential placement is 
still far more expensive than custody.

Right�of�appeal�for�sex�offenders
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Changes�to�the�vetting�and�barring�
scheme:�a�massive�step�backwards?
Changes to the definition of regulated activity and new guidance on supervision will 
put children at risk, argues Jenni Whitehead

The Protection of Freedoms Act 2012 has brought 
in major changes to criminal disclosures, vetting 
and barring. Some changes came into force on 10 
September 2012, and others will follow later. 

The government promised to scale back the 
criminal records and barring system to more 
‘proportionate levels’, and this promise has been 
kept. However, many feel that the changes put 
children, young people and vulnerable groups at 
risk and take us back to the same position we were 
in before the Ian Huntley murders in Soham.

The changes that came in September are:
ll new definition of regulated activity
ll repeal of registration and continuous monitoring
ll repeal of additional information
ll minimum age (16) to apply for a CRB check
ll more rigorous ‘relevancy’ test when police 

release information held locally on an enhanced 
CRB check.

Regulated activity
The new definition of regulated activity is probably 
the most contentious in that it takes out supervised 
volunteers. The government’s explanation leaflet 
(http://bit.ly/NMiiAe) states:

‘We are scaling back regulated activity to focus on 
work which involves close and unsupervised contact 
with vulnerable groups including children. The current 
definition of regulated activity would, over time, cover 
over 9 million people; in the new definition it will be 
closer to 5 million. The activities and work which are 
being taken out of regulated activity will still be eligible 
for enhanced CRB checks (but they will no longer be 
eligible for barred list checks).’

So not only are supervised volunteers being 
taken out of regulated activity but they are also no 
longer eligible for barred list checks! How long will 
it take sex offenders to work that one out?

Supervised? Definition please!
The Act required the government to provide written 
guidance on supervision of those not in regulated 
activity. ‘We start with a presumption of trust and 
confidence in those who work with children, and 
the good sense and judgment of their managers,’ 
says the guidance (http://bit.ly/SUjWnj).  

Fantastic, until you get an experienced sex 
offender on your staff team – the perfect example 
being the Nigel Leat case in Somerset! The guidance 
tell us the law makes three main points:

ll a person in regulated activity must be supervised
ll the supervision must be regular and day to day
ll the supervision must be ‘reasonable in all the 

circumstances to ensure the protection of children’.

The guidance gives ‘local managers’ the flexibility to 
determine what is reasonable for their circumstances. 
It states that ‘regular and day to day’ means continuous 
not just for the first few weeks of an activity, and 
applies whether a person is new or experienced. 

The guidance describes supervision as needing 
to be ‘reasonable in the circumstances’ and that the 
‘level of supervision may differ, depending on all 
the circumstances of a case.’ It says organisations 
should consider the following in deciding the level 
of supervision required in an individual case:

ll ages of the children, and if the ages differ widely
ll number of children the person is working with
ll if other workers are helping to look after them
ll the nature of the individual’s work (or, in a 

specified place such as a school, their opportunity 
for contact with children)

ll how vulnerable the children are (the more they 
are, the more an organisation might opt for 
workers to be in regulated activity)

ll how many workers would be supervised by each 
supervising worker.

Is it only me that thinks this is completely bonkers?!

A solution?
I think I might have a solution, based on one of the 
factors given above: ‘How vulnerable the children 
are’. It’s simple really. All credible ‘local managers’ 
will understand that all children are vulnerable to 
abuse, so all activity bringing people into contact 
with children should be judged as regulated activity!

You may think I am being flippant. I am not! 
Having worked as long as I have in child protection, 
I know that those who are determined enough to 
gain access to children for ill intent will see where  
the loopholes are.

I am not, of course, saying that carrying out 
enhanced CRB checks and barring checks would 
offer total protection, but I know that even just in my 
own LA the checks have enabled us to turn down 
high numbers of people who apply for jobs despite 
worrying information on their CRB. A sex offender 
just needs to stick to jobs that don’t fit into regulated 
activity and then get on with grooming the 
environment. Yes, they will be supervised but how 
long will it take for them to find a supervisor who is 
just a little lax or more susceptible to their grooming, 
or the parent who thinks that because they work at 
school they must have been checked and so are 
trustworthy! To me, this is massive step backward 
for child protection, and I have only covered the 
changes now coming into force. Read the rest for 
yourself, but be prepared to be shocked!

So not only are 
supervised 
volunteers being 
taken out of 
regulated activity, 
but they are also no 
longer eligible for 
barred list checks! 
How long will it take 
sex offenders to 
work that out?
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Explaining�e-safety�to�parents
Is it up to the school’s to provide parents with e-safety advice? Many schools think 
so. Jenni Whitehead shares an experience of offering e-safety sessions to parents

One of my experiences of working with parents 
about the use of new technologies was through a 
primary school that had totally embraced new 
technologies. Technology was used throughout the 
curriculum. The head, however, had a number of 
concerns about the lack of supervision that the 
children were being offered by parents and carers 
when they were using the internet at home.

The head was also concerned that some pupils 
appeared to be acting out some of the computer 
video games in the playground. The head believed 
that the games played at home were full of violence, 
and he had seen an increase in bullying behaviour.

Together we planned a session for parents, carers 
and grandparents. It was October and we wanted to 
have the added opportunity of affecting the choice 
of Christmas presents! Now you may think that this 
was both optimistic and perhaps a little cheeky, but 
quite a number of children had been talking about 
getting computer games for Christmas that we 
knew were actually rated 18, adult, and definitely 
not suitable for children.

The head knew a person who worked for the 
British Board of Film Classification, who also had 
responsibility for rating video games. He agreed to 
come to the session to explain how games are rated.

We all thought it was very important to strike a 
balance between celebrating the pupils’ knowledge 
and use of new technologies, and making sure 
parents understand what the risks are and how best 
they can manage them.

The programme
The programme was planned by the head, one of 
our ICT curriculum leads and myself, to provide a 
safeguarding perspective. The man from the 
classification board was not able to attend the 
planning session but had sent us his presentation. 
The programme was as follows:

ll celebrating children’s use of technology
ll e-safety
ll technical advice 
ll understanding how games are rated
ll an opportunity for parents to have a go.

Celebrating children’s achievements
We all agreed that the first part of the session 
should come from the children. The school had a 
good history of using technology throughout the 
curriculum and across all year groups, so it was 
quite easy to identify a number of pieces of work 
from each year group. We wanted to show parents 
how skilled their children were and so each very 
short presentation demonstrated different types of 
technology, from the use of the interactive white 
boards to word processing skills, PowerPoint 

presentations and research skills. Older children 
could also demonstrate how they could tap into the 
applications available on their smartphones.

The audience seemed very impressed with the 
presentations and a number commented on how 
they hadn’t realised how much technology their 
children used at school. When it came to the 
smartphones it soon became obvious that many 
parents had no idea about the phone they had 
bought their child. The children demonstrated 
using Bluetooth and I must admit that I was quite 
shocked that although all but two parents had 
Bluetooth on their phones they had never used it 
and hadn’t really understood what it was for.

A number of parents commented that while they 
had agreed to their child having a smartphone, they 
hadn’t realised that it meant that their child could 
access the internet. One parent remarked, ‘I have 
insisted that my son’s computer stay in the living 
room so I know what he’s looking at. I thought I was 
keeping him safe that way, but now I know he can 
get it on the phone, that idea’s out of the window!’

There were, of course many in the audience who 
were very computer savvy – I wouldn’t want to 
suggest that all the parents were behind the times, 
but I was shocked at how many adults in our 
audience were. The children really enjoyed showing 
off their skills and one little boy told his dad, ‘Don’t 
worry Dad, I will show you again later.’  

Safeguarding e-safety
The parents gathered in the hall with refreshments 
while I delivered the e-safety section, and the 
children were escorted off to play on the computers. 
For this session I used some of the Think U Know 
resources. At the time Think U Know was providing 
a PowerPoint presentation for parents that offered 
advice about getting involved with children when 
they are online. I supplemented the PowerPoint with 
a few case examples of where children had got into 
difficulties online, either by someone attempting to 
groom them or from cyberbullying. 

Think U Know has produced a number of short 
films that are appropriate for children of different 
ages, and has recently produced a longer length 
video that takes parents through the issues. It’s 
quite good, but I prefer giving people a chance to 
ask questions as we go along. 

Again, there was a mixed reaction to the session. 
Some people were shocked at the case studies – 
one grandparent said that the internet ought to be 
turned off altogether! When offering this session to 
parents it is important to get a balance between the 
risks and the advantages of new technologies. I 
asked the grandparent about new technologies he 
remembered coming in when he was young, and 

We all thought it 
was very important 
to strike a balance 
between 
celebrating the 
pupils’ knowledge 
and use of new 
technologies, and 
making sure 
parents understand 
what the risks are 
and how best they 
can manage them
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this raised a giggle as he remembered trying to look 
down the back of the TV set to see the little people!

The age of the audience ranged from the early 20s 
to the late 70s. The people in their 20s and 30s had 
grown up with computers or seen the development 
of computers from the early home computers made 
primarily for gaming right through to smartphones. 

A number of people asked about social networking 
sites. Many of the pupils already had Facebook, 
despite the age restrictions. I demonstrated some of 
its risks, such as how easy it is for children to post 
pictures and then for someone else to copy, alter 
and repost them inappropriately. We had discussion 
about bullying through social networking sites and 
one parent told the group how she had come in to 
talk to the head about her child being bullied and 
how well the school had managed the situation.

Facebook and most other social network sites 
now have the CEOP Report Abuse button readily 
available, and I showed the parents where to find it 
on a number of sites

Technical advice and ICT curriculum
The next session was run by one of our curriculum 
specialist teachers. He gave a short presentation 
about the use of new technologies across the 
curriculum, and then offered advice about setting 
up parental controls. The parents were encouraged 
to use the school’s laptops to follow step-by-step 
instructions. One grandmother said it was the first 
time she had dared to touch a computer.

Rating games
For me the last session was the most interesting. 
The head’s contact from the British Film 
Classification Board talked through how video 
computer games are classified and rated in respect 
of suitability for different age groups. He mentioned 
a number of games that are known to contain 
violent or sexual content. You could almost see 
people thinking, ‘Oh dear, I have just bought that 
for my son for Christmas!’ He showed clips of 
some of the most popular games, and quite a few 
people were shocked to actually see what their child 
might be playing alone in their bedroom. This 
session also gave parents an idea of the risks of 
allowing children to spend long hours playing 
games. Games can become addictive – anyone who 
has discovered ‘Angry Birds’ knows this! 

Parents were able to ask whether playing games 
could cause aggression in children, and were told 
about the various conflicting research. The head 
stepped in at this point explaining that some pupils 
appeared to be acting out the violence they were 
seeing on computer games in the playground, and 
that was the prompt for running the session. 

In all, this turned out to be a very useful session. 
Children had participated showing off their brilliant 
ICT skills, and the parents and grandparents went 
away saying they felt much better informed.

As a spin-off to this session a couple of the more 
computer savvy parents offered to set up a computer 
skills course for parents, to be run at the school.

When it came to 
the smartphones, it 
soon became 
obvious that many 
parents had no idea 
about the phone 
they had bought 
their child

Example�of�a�grooming�conversation��
Child: I hate my mum! I know it’s her fault 
that my parents are getting divorced.
Predator: I know how you feel my parents 
are divorced too.
Child: We never have any money anymore, 
Every time I ask her for something she says 
the same thing. ‘No money! Can’t afford it.’
Predator: I know just what you mean. How 
old are you?
Child: How old are you?
Predator: I am nearly 13.
Child: I am 13, just. Last week in fact. Where 
are you from?
Predator: When my mum and dad divorced 
they were so full of themselves it was like I 
disappeared.
Child: God that’s weird, that’s just how I feel. 
I just stay in my room now and chat online. 
At least people listen here.
Predator: Is Suzy your real name then?
Child: Is Jack your real name?
Predator: Not really. My name is Pete and I 
just come in here when I am not playing a 
game.
Child: What games do you play?
Predator: All sorts but war games mostly.
Child: That’s why I was cross with my mum. 
She said she would get me this game when 
it came out. I waited six months and now it’s 
out she says she can’t afford it.
Predator: What game is it? I might have it.

Child: It’s a follow up to Snow Storm 1.
Predator: Wow, that’s weird, I just bought it 
today. Well actually, I didn’t buy it, my uncle 
did.
Child: Wish I had an uncle to buy it for me. 
Grrrr…
Predator: Sorry, if you want I could try to 
make a copy and send it to you.
Child: I am not allowed to give my address 
to anyone online, you know cos of pervs and 
weirdos!
Predator: Yeah you’re probably right not to 
trust anyone on here. I got cyberstalked last 
year.
Child: Wow, did they catch him?
Predator: No my dad found out who it was 
and did him over.
Child: Were you scared?
Predator: Yeah course I was. This was a man 
about 6ft 10. I probably come up to his 
knees.
Child: LOL
Predator: It wasn’t funny! Anyway, why don’t 
you send me a photo of yourself so I can see 
who I am talking to. Have you got a 
webcam?
Predator: Mmm. Let me guess. You’re not 
allowed to, right?
Child: Right. My mum is so tight. When I am 
16 I’m out of here!
Predator: I bet I can get my uncle to buy 

you a copy of it. He’s got so much money he 
just gives me what I want. I’ll go ask him 
BRB.
Predator: Dammit he said no but I’ve got a 
mate who can copy them.
Child: Thanks for the offer but I can’t 
contact you except on here.
Predator: We could meet. Which school you 
at?
Child: Greenhead, Wakefield Rd, Leeds.
Predator: Hey, weird again! I am at Wigan 
High just further in towards the town centre.
Child: Hey, I know loads of people from 
there. Who do you know?
Predator: I’ve just moved here so don’t 
know anyone yet. Perhaps you can introduce 
me to some.
Child: OK, so you could meet me outside 
school gates after school tomorrow.
Predator: You will have to wait till I get up 
the road from school. How will I know who 
you are, what you look like?
Child: I’ve got blonde hair and don’t laugh. I 
wear glasses!
Predator: You will have to give me more 
clues than that. Loads of girls have blonde 
hair. And BTW I like girls in glasses.
Child: OK I have a pink striped shoulder bag 
in the shape of Bagpuss! Don’t say a word.
Predator: LOL. Sounds really cool. Got to go. 
Mum home. See you then.

Have a look at the new 
range of resources 
on the Think U Know 
website at www.
thinkuknow.co.uk
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Do�children�tell�lies�about�sexual�abuse?��
A�new�case�study
Assessing whether a child is telling the truth when talking about sexual abuse can 
pose many difficulties. Jenni Whitehead provides guidance based on a real case 

In March 2007, I wrote an article that posed the 
question ‘Do children tell lies about sexual abuse? 
And can we tell if they are lying?’ (see the article at 
http://bit.ly/P5e0BI) The article provoked quite a 
lot of comments, as you can probably imagine. A 
more recent case has caused me to revisit it. 

In my day job I am occasionally asked to act as an 
‘expert witness’ in disciplinary cases where an 
allegation has been made against a member of staff 
and the police have decided that they cannot take 
criminal proceedings. 

Offering a professional opinion in disciplinary 
cases is different to being an ‘expert witness’ in 
criminal cases because the ‘burden of proof’ is 
different – it is important to understand the 
difference (see the box below).

Witness statements
If the police have interviewed witnesses it is usually 
possible to use the statements for disciplinary 
proceedings. Witnesses have to give permission, 
but in most cases they do so. It is better to use the 
statements taken by the police for a number of 
reasons:

ll There is no need to re-interview witnesses. This 
is particularly important in respect of child 

witnesses because we do not want to be putting 
children through a second interview.

ll Some time may have elapsed between the first 
interview and the police deciding that they cannot 
take the case further. Delays are always a problem 
and are not helpful to anybody’s case. I have had 
the argument that the delay could have allowed a 
child/children to practice their ‘story’ or that 
someone may have coached them in between.

ll The police interviews are carried out within 
strict statutory guidance and specific conditions 
and the police are seen as neutral to the case.

Statement validity analysis: theoretical 
model 
While I am knowledgeable about sexual abuse (it is 
my specific interest within the field of child abuse 
work), I would be heavily criticised if I based my 
professional opinion only on my own working 
knowledge and experience. It is therefore necessary 
for me to work within a recognised theoretical 
model. 

The theoretical model that I use is called 
‘statement validity analysis’. You can find a full 
description of this model by accessing the original 
article on the Optimus Education support service 
website (http://bit.ly/P5e0BI). The model allows 
you to look at what is said in statements from a 
variety of angles and make a judgement as to 
whether what is said is more likely to be true than 
not true. The model also aims to help professionals 
remain neutral and requires them to check for 
indicators of possible false accusation.

A case study
About 10 years ago I dealt with an allegation 
against a teacher from the parents of a teenage girl. 
The girl’s parents claimed that one of their 
daughter’s teachers was involving her in sexual 
behaviour. They had found a number of notes in 
their daughter’s school bag and a Valentine’s Day 
card, all signed by someone calling themselves 
‘Blue Jeans’ (all names in this case study have been 
changed to protect privacy).

The parents had confronted their daughter, who 
initially denied any knowledge of the notes but 
eventually said that it was someone at school. 

At the same time the parents were aware that 
their daughter had been babysitting for a teacher 
from school. On one occasion her mother overheard 
her daughter say, ‘Good night, Blue Jeans’ at the 
end of a telephone call to this teacher. Mum and 
daughter shared a mobile phone contract and Mum 

Burden�of�proof�
Criminal cases
In criminal cases evidence put 
before the court must convince the 
jury ‘beyond reasonable doubt’, that 
an incident has happened and the 
defendant has committed it. If the 
jury has a doubt, they cannot find 
the person guilty as charged. This is 
a very high burden of proof and the 
jury, don’t forget, are lay people.

Disciplinary cases 
Disciplinary cases fall under the 
jurisdiction of civil proceedings, 
and the burden of proof is slightly 
lower. The burden of proof is based 
on a concept of a ‘balance of 
probability’. Witnesses need to put 
before the hearing evidence that 
supports a finding that it is more 
likely that a person has committed 
the act than not.

Why the difference?
In cases of alleged abuse against 
members of staff, the employer 
must take into account the risk of 
allowing the member of staff to 
continue working with children 
whereas the adversarial system 
employed by the criminal courts is 
about winning a case based on 
hard evidence. 

There are many people, I have no 
doubt, who would argue that 
disciplinary proceedings should 
abide by the same burden of proof 
as criminal courts, but when we 
are looking at the future risk that 
an individual might or might not 
pose to children it is more 
complicated. Schools may also 
need to consider whether the 
person concerned has brought 
school into ‘disrepute’.

While I am 
knowledgeable 
about sexual abuse, 
I would be heavily 
criticised if I based 
my professional 
opinion only on my 
own working 
knowledge and 
experience
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noticed the same number coming up time and 
time again on her daughter’s bill.

Reporting the incident
The parents brought the notes and the telephone 
bills into the office. We took the matter to the police 
who tried to interview the girl, Jane, but she refused 
to give a statement. At the time the police decided 
that without a willing witness the case would not 
stand up in court. The case was passed back to 
education, but now the parents also refused to go 
any further with the case. This was a puzzle at the 
time, but with both complainants and the only 
witness withdrawing it was impossible to take it 
any further. 

The teacher was spoken to and denied any 
involvement with Jane other than the fact that she 
had babysat for him and his wife a number of 
times. The teacher claimed that it had been his wife 
who had arranged the babysitting. He also claimed 
that his wife had warned him that she thought Jane 
had a crush on him and had stopped him driving 
her home as a consequence.

A closed case
A reluctant decision was taken to close the case, 
with a management instruction that the teacher 
should stay well clear of the girl and not 
communicate with her in any way.

At the time that these events took place, Jane had 
just turned 16.

The Sexual Offences Act 2003, makes it a 
criminal offence for a person who is in a position of 
trust over a young person, to develop a sexual 
relationship with a young person under the age of 
18. The offence, ‘the abuse of a position of trust’, 
takes no account of the age of consent, set at 16. 
Therefore if a teacher develops a sexual relationship 
with a pupil under the age of 18, from the same 
school, he or she is committing an offence. They 
are, of course, also ‘bringing the school into 
disrepute’ and can be taken down a disciplinary 
route for this as well.

The case remained closed and filed away for 
nearly three years, but then the parents came 
forward again and said that Jane was now also 
prepared to come forward, having disclosed to 
them the full extent of her former relationship with 
the teacher. At that time, Jane was nearly 18 and 
had left the school.

The girl’s story
Jane reported that the teacher had made her feel 
special over a number of weeks before asking her to 
babysit for him and his wife. On each occasion that 
she had babysat he had given her a lift home and it 
was during the drive that he had groomed her, 
telling her he loved her and giving a goodnight kiss. 
Jane was being bullied at school and the teacher 
told her that she should come to see him anytime 
she felt threatened. The teacher shared a lot about 
his home life, saying that he and his wife were 
going through a bad patch and that she was always 

putting him down in front of people. She said that 
she felt more and more dependent on him and that 
he had encouraged this saying, ‘Don’t bother with 
them lot [former friends], they don’t understand 
you like I do.’

The teacher eventually broached the subject of 
sex with her. His birthday was coming up and he 
suggested that his present could be her virginity. 
He arranged to meet her after school, he took her 
to his parent’s house as they were away and they 
had sex. Jane was clear that at this stage she was a 
‘willing’ partner. She was in love with the teacher 
and their relationship continued right up until her 
parents had found the notes and the Valentine’s 
Day card.

We had a conversation with police officers and 
they interviewed the now young woman, but the 
case was dismissed by the CPS on the grounds that 
the girl would not be seen as a credible witness, 
having convincingly denied any relationship the 
first time round. (Hopefully this would not happen 
now.)

Back to disciplinary
As I had been involved in the first allegation, a 
colleague was asked to interview the young woman. 
My colleague employed a very structured model of 
interviewing based on the ‘best evidence’ model 
used by child protection police. This method of 
interviewing aims to enable a child/young person 
give as far as possible a ‘free flowing’ account of 
what has happened, without asking leading 
questions. The technique does allow the interviewer 
to go back to any section of the interview to get 
more clarification and it also includes the question 
‘why now?’ This is to my mind an essential 
question when dealing with historical abuse cases. 
It allows the person making the allegation to give 
an explanation as to what has caused them to come 
forward a number years after the alleged abuse and 
can, as in this case, be very illuminating.

Using the statement validity analysis 
model
Once the interview was completed, my colleague 
and I used the statement validity analysis model to 
look at the Jane’s statement to see if there was 
content criteria that would suggest that her account 
was more likely to be true than not.

We were both convinced that Jane was recalling 
actual events and my colleague gave her professional 
opinion at the hearing. The outcome of the 
disciplinary hearing was that all the allegations 
were found to be true and the teacher was dismissed.

As far as I was concerned, the case was closed.

Coping with the aftermath
Two years ago, quite by chance, I met Jane’s 
mother. I asked how she had got on in life since the 
end of the disciplinary. She told me that Jane was 
still struggling with everything and couldn’t get the 
whole thing out of her mind. She also shocked me 
by asking, ‘Was he actually fired?’ Apparently, 

Neither Jane’s 
mother nor Jane 
had been told that 
the teacher had 
been dismissed, 
and Jane remained 
convinced that she 
hadn’t been 
believed. I said, ‘I 
believed her and so 
did the hearing’
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neither she nor – most importantly – Jane had been 
told that the teacher had been dismissed, and Jane 
remained convinced that she hadn’t been believed. 
I said, ‘I believed her and so did the hearing.’

I offered to talk to Jane, to take her through her 
statement and explain what it was in her statement 
that meant I believed her. We agreed that she would 
talk to Jane and see if she wanted to meet with me.

Ethical issues
ll I thought very hard about going through Jane’s 

statement with her. I was absolutely clear that I 
could not go through anybody else’s statement but 
felt OK going through hers. After all, she knew 
the content well enough.

ll I was concerned as to whether going through 
her statement would cause her further distress 
and asked her mother to ensure Jane had thought 
it through.

I was, despite my misgivings, quite sure that I 
could give her a clearer understanding of why we 
believed her allegations and felt that this might just 
help her to find some peace of mind.

About three months later, the mother contacted 
me to say Jane would very much like to go ahead 
and we arranged to meet.

I checked she felt OK to go over things again, 
assuring her I would take her through the sections 
of her statement that had caused me to be convinced 
she had told the truth. She sat back in her chair and 
said, ‘I am ready.’

Looking at the statement
General characteristics
I explained to Jane that her statement had a logical 
structure, that it made sense and that it didn’t read 
like a person with a script in front of them. The 
statement was also full of detail that had been given 
without prompting.

Specific contents
Jane’s statement described events that were 
embedded within a context. She had explained the 
circumstances within which the teacher approached 
her, at a time when she had been having trouble 
with friends and was vulnerable.

The statement included the description of 
interactions and the recall of conversations: for 
example, she had described the ‘gravel road’ that 
led to the teacher’s parents’ house and had recalled 
how the teacher had described his relationship with 
his wife.

The statement also included a description of an 
unexpected complication – her mother and father 
had found the notes and card from the teacher. At 
the point of the first allegation Jane had denied the 
relationship and the police had dropped the case. 
Her mother had continued to confront her and she 
had said that she would tell all if they, her parents, 
agreed not to take the matter further. They had 
agreed and she had told them the truth – that she 
was in love with her teacher. Her parents had gone 

to confront him and had said, ‘If you love her you 
have to come out in the open and move schools.’ 
He had promised to do so but hadn’t.

Six months later he moved on to another girl. 

Peculiarities of content
The statement included unusual content: for 
example, the name ‘Blue Jeans’ had come from 
him. He had told her that it could be their secret 
name for him.

It included superfluous details like the description 
of the gravel path to the teacher’s parent’s house.

Jane had described the teacher’s mental state: 
‘He was really down in the dumps as he and his 
wife had argued.’ She had also recalled a learning 
mentor making a comment to the teacher in the 
her presence: ‘You two should be careful, people 
will notice.’

Why now?
Jane had been asked ‘Why now?’ and had said: ‘I 
was at a friend’s party and I saw him come into the 
room. I wasn’t expecting to see him and it was a 
massive shock. Then I saw that he was with a 
young girl. I looked at this girl and thought, she’s 
just like me when I was young. I heard her voice as 
they passed by me and she sounded so very young 
and for the first time it hit me. How abusive he had 
been to me, controlling me, coercing me into sex 
and then making threats if I said no. He had said I 
owed him for him helping me when I had no 
friends and I had foolishly believed that I was in 
love with him. I knew now that he was doing the 
same to another girl and I didn’t want her to end up 
feeling like I did.’

I explained to Jane why her answer had convinced 
me that she was not making a malicious allegation 
as a consequence of being dumped by the teacher. 
Her reason for telling was very convincing. She 
could see something of herself in this young girl, 
could see how vulnerable she had been and she 
wanted to prevent another young girl getting hurt.

I also explained to Jane how sexual offenders 
groom and how the teacher’s behaviour fitted with 
what we know about sex offenders. This was 
important as she had continued to blame herself 
for the abuse, and this was stopping her from 
moving on.

Tears began to flow, but though the tears she was 
able to say that she had found talking it through 
really helpful and thanked me for believing her. I 
assured her that we had looked at her statement 
from all angles and that the hearing had also 
believed her.

Three months later I saw her mother who told 
me, ‘She’s like a different person. She’s going back 
to college and she has decided to see a counsellor.’ 
I was so pleased to hear.

Read the 2007 article ‘Do children tell lies  
about sexual abuse’, with further information 
about the statement validity analysis at:  
http://bit.ly/P5e0BI

I explained to Jane 
how the teacher’s 
behaviour fitted 
with what we know 
about sex 
offenders. This was 
important as she 
had continued to 
blame herself for 
the abuse, and this 
was stopping her 
from moving on
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National�action�plan�targets�child�abuse�
linked�to�faith�or�belief
A new action plan recognises the reality of faith- and belief-based abuse and sets 
out ways to combat it. Jenni Whitehead examines the plan and looks at how 
education staff can respond

Back in the 1980s I worked with a 16-year-old girl 
from a devout Catholic family. The girl was about 
to leave the care of the local authority to return to 
parents who over many years had convinced her 
that she was possessed by the devil. She wanted 
and was determined to go home, and her parents 
wanted her home, but there was a condition. 

The condition to which she agreed was that she 
would undergo an exorcism to rid her of evil. It is 
very hard to understand why she was so determined 
to return home as the family had made her the 
scapegoat for everything that went wrong. 

She went home. Two weeks later the priest arrived 
at the family home to carry out the deliverance 
service. I spoke to the girl the day before and she was 
happy, even looking forward to the priest coming, 
because at last she would be rid of the devil.

I saw her the day after and she looked most 
forlorn. The priest had been and done the service 
and afterwards she had gone to her bedroom 
hoping for her first peaceful sleep in many years. 
As she closed her bedroom door she caught sight of 
the devil, who was sitting on the top of her door. 
‘He just jumped straight back in,’ she cried.

For this young person the experience was 
devastating. In families that have strong religious 
beliefs it is often the priest or other holy man who 
is turned to for help and advice. For this girl the 
exorcism had not put her mind at rest. ‘Even the 
priest can’t help me.’ Therefore she was damned.

I do not believe she was possessed, but she did. 
To go through the exorcism and not feel cured at 
the end of it had a serious affect on her self-esteem.

More recently I was training a group of religious 
education teachers, many of whom were imans and 
holy men. I talked about Victoria Climbié and the fact 
that she had been subjected to abuse linked to the 
belief that she was possessed. The group appeared to 
be in agreement with me that to subject children to 
such demonisation constituted emotional abuse. 
However, at the end of the training one man hung 
back to ask, ‘So Jenni what do you do with children 
who are possessed?’ No amount of explaining that I 
did not believe that children become possessed 
would change his mind. Why would it? He believed 
in possession and probably had all his life. 

In 2011 the issue of abuse and neglect resulting 
from accusations that children were witches in 
some migrant African communities in England 
was raised with Tim Loughton MP. This was 
followed up with a meeting that included 
representatives from AFRUCA, the Victoria 

Climbié Foundation, the Congolese Family Centre, 
CFAB, CCPAS, the London Safeguarding Children 
Board and the Crown Prosecution Service. The 
outcome was the setting up of the National Working 
Group. The group was chaired by the DfE and 
resulted in the development of a national plan.

The plan is divided into four main themes: 
engaging communities; empowering practitioners; 
supporting victims and witnesses; and 
communicating key messages.

Engaging communities
This section of the plan recognises the paucity of 
research and understanding about both the families 
that have strong beliefs in magic and witchcraft or 
about the nature, scale and frequency of this type of 
abuse. It also recognises that children and young 
people need more help to understand their rights 
and develop resilience to manipulation and abuse. 
The plan then describes various case studies on the 
work already carried out by the partners of the 
working group. It also asks other groups and LAs 
how they are engaging with communities and 
particularly children and young people.

Empowering practitioners 
This section of the plan starts by pointing out that 
there appears to be a myth operating that suggests 
that abuse linked to faith and abuse is only a 
problem in London. This myth is  obviously 
dangerous and may lead to professional 
complacency. The plan calls for widespread training 
to ensure that professionals recognise children who 
may be vulnerable to this kind of abuse.

This section also contains case studies. One is 
about ‘Project Violet’, a police project that aimed to 
offer support and guidance to other police units 
that might find themselves investigating such 
cases. Project Violet has written guidance notes for 
police officers on helping children accused of 
witchcraft and sorcery. It details the kind of 
language and terms used by people who accuse 
others and advises on what signs officers should 
look for to gauge whether a child is at risk and how 
to refer concerns on. The project states that it is 
happy to share this document nationwide if it 
proves effective (contact violet@met.police.uk). 

This section calls for social work training courses 
to cover culture, faith and safeguarding. It also calls 
for training for universal services, including school 
leaders to help them both understand the issues 
and how they should respond if they are concerned 

This action plan is a 
major step forward 
in recognising that 
abuse linked to 
faith and belief is 
occurring
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that a child or young person is being targeted. This 
section calls on LSCBs to make more contact with 
faith communities to develop a clearer view of 
beliefs held by different communities.

The plan claims that at the present time abuse 
linked to belief is not recognised as a child protection 
issue and that few investigations are carried out

The plan also recognises that where investigations 
are carried out there is a lack of knowledge about 
how workers can aid the child’s recovery.

Supporting victims and witnesses
This next section acknowledges the difficult issues 
facing victims of abuse linked to belief and talks 
about how the child may continue to believe that 
they are possessed. The plan calls for better support 
for victims as witnesses who may be ostracised and 
or threatened by their own community.

Key messages
For me this action plan is a major step forward in 

recognising that abuse linked to faith and belief is 
occurring. The last section offers key messages 
including:

ll Child abuse is condemned by people of all 
cultures, communities and faiths, and is never 
acceptable under any circumstances.

ll Everyone working or in contact with children 
has a responsibility to recognise and know how to 
act on evidence, concerns and signs that a child’s 
health, development and safety is being threatened 
and when they are at risk of significant harm.

ll Standard child protection procedures apply and 
must always be followed.

ll Child abuse linked to faith or belief may occur 
where a child is treated as a scapegoat for 
perceived failure. While specific beliefs, practices, 
terms or forms of abuse may exist, the underlying 
reasons for it are often similar to other contexts in 
which children become at risk, including: family 
stress, deprivation, domestic violence, substance 
abuse and mental health problems.

Guidance�on�safeguarding�from�abuse�linked�to�belief�in�spirit�possession
In 2007 the previous government 
published Safeguarding Children from 
Abuse Linked to a Belief in Spirit 
Possession (http://bit.ly/OAfdzx). This 
guidance aimed to help professionals 
recognise the issues and offered practice 
guidance on managing individual cases. 

This publication offers a definition of 
abuse linked to a belief in spirit possession:

‘The term ‘belief in spirit possession’ is 
defined for the purposes of this guidance 
as the belief that an evil force has entered 
a child and is controlling him or her. 
Sometimes the term ‘witch’ is used and is 
defined here as the belief that a child is 
able to use an evil force to harm others. 
There is also a range of other language 
that is connected to such abuse. This 
includes black magic, kindoki, ndoki, the 
evil eye, djinns, voodoo, obeah, demons, 
and child sorcerers. In all these cases, 
genuine beliefs can be held by families, 
carers, religious leaders, congregations, 
and the children themselves that evil 
forces are at work. Families and children 
can be deeply worried by the evil that 
they believe is threatening them, and 
abuse often occurs when an attempt is 
made to ‘exorcise’, or ‘deliver’ the child. 
Exorcism is defined as attempting to 
expel evil spirits from a child.’

Why are children abused or 
neglected in this way?
‘It is not helpful to have a stereotype of 
who might abuse or neglect a child 
because of a belief in spirit possession. A 

belief in “spirits” and “possession” is 
relatively widespread, whilst abuse linked 
to such beliefs is rare. This kind of abuse 
is not confined to particular countries, 
cultures, religions or communities. 
Abusers will appear to be quite ordinary 
and may be family members, family 
friends, carers, faith leaders or other 
figures in the community. There are, 
however, a number of common factors 
that put a child at risk of harm.

Rationalising misfortune by 
attributing it to spiritual forces
As in many child abuse cases, abuse 
linked to a belief in spirit possession 
generally occurs when problems within a 
family or in their broader circumstances 
exist. In these particular cases a spiritual 
explanation is sought in order to 
rationalise misfortune. Child abuse can 
occur when rationalisation takes the 
form of believing oneself to be cursed 
and that a child is the source of the 
problem because they have become 
possessed by evil spirits.

Scapegoating because of an 
obvious or perceived difference
The reason why a particular child is 
singled out and accused of being 
possessed is complex. It often results 
from a combination of a weak bond of 
affection between a child and parent or 
carer, a belief that the child is violating 
family norms and above all a perception 
that the child is “different”.

Identifying child abuse or neglect 
linked to belief in spirit possession
In working to identify such child abuse it 
is important to remember every child is 
different. Some children may display a 
combination of indicators of abuse while 
others will attempt to conceal them. In 
addition to the social factors above, 
there is a range of common features 
across identified cases. These indicators 
of abuse, which may also be common 
features in other kinds of abuse, include:

ll a child’s body showing signs or marks  
(bruises or burns) from physical abuse

ll a child becoming noticeably confused, 
withdrawn, disorientated or isolated and 
appearing alone amongst other children

ll a child’s personal care deteriorating, 
for example through a loss of weight, 
being hungry, turning up to school 
without food or lunch money, or being 
unkempt with dirty clothes and even 
faeces smeared on them

ll direct evidence that the child’s parent 
or carer does not show concern for or 
have a close bond with the child

ll a child’s attendance at school 
becoming irregular or the child being 
taken out of school altogether without 
another school place having been 
organised, or a deterioration in a child’s 
performance  at school

ll a child reporting that they are or have 
been accused of being “evil”; that they 
are having the “devil beaten out of them”.

Read the report: http://bit.ly/OAfdzx 
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