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Professor Roy Meadow,
FRCP, is head of the
department of,paediatrics
and child health at St James's
University Hospital, Leeds,
and has edited this ABC
series.
The ABCs of Clinical
Genetics and of Child Abuse
will appear on alternate
weeks for the next four
months. Thus the ABC of
Clinical Genetics will
continue next week and the
second article in this series
will appear on 1 April.

This week at least four children in Britain will die
as a result of abuse or neglect. This year most
departments of social services and of child health
will be notified of more than 20 times as many
cases of suspected child abuse as they were
10 years ago. Although some of the reports will
prove to be unfounded, the common experience
is that proved cases of child abuse are four or five
times as common as they were a decade ago. The
names of nearly 40 000 children in England are
listed on child protection (at risk) registers. This
poses enormous burdens on staff in the health
and social services and raises many problems
about the lives and welfare of children in our
society today. Determining whether there is a
true increase of child abuse or whether the figures
merely reflect increased awareness rests to some
extent on the definition of child abuse.

Definition
A child is considered to be abused ifhe or she is

treated by an adult in a way that is unacceptable
in a given culture at a given time. The last two
clauses are important because not only are
children treated differently in different countries
but within a country, and even within a city,
there are subcultures of behaviour and variations
of opinion about what constitutes abuse of
children. Moreover, standards obviously change
over the years: corporal punishment has become
significantly less acceptable in Britain in the past
10 years. Looking back further there is evidence
that the abuse of children by parents was
considered to be culturally acceptable in Britain
100 years ago. At the time that Lord Shaftesbury
was creating better conditions for children at
work he was unwilling to tackle the problem of
child abuse at home.

The evils are enormous and indisputable, but
they are so private, internal and domestic a
character as to be beyond the reach of legislation
and the subject would not, I think, be
entertained in either House of Parliament.

LORD SHAFTESBURY, 1880

In fact the first charter for children appeared in
1889, some 67 years after the introduction of
legislation to protect animals.
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In April 1988, 39 300 children were thought to be on child protection registers in England, a rate
of 3 5 children per 1000 population below the age of 18 years. More than a quarter ofthe children
on the registers were in the care of local authorities, and another 10% were subject to supervision
orders.
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Types of abuse
Physical abuse (non-accidental injury)-The
prototype ofphysical abuse, "the battered baby,"
was rediscovered by Henry Kempe of Denver,
Colorado, in 1962 and has been well publicised
ever since. Physical abuse entails soft tissue
injury to the skin, eyes, ears, and internal organs
as well as to ligaments and bones. Burns and
scalds are included. Most of this abuse is short
term and violent, though it may be repetitive.
There is, however, a subgroup that entails more
long term deliberate injury, including poisoning
and suffocation.
Neglect-This is failing to provide the love,

care, the food, or the physical circumstances that
will allow a child to grow and develop normally.
Or it is exposing a child to any kind of danger.

Sexual abuse-This occurs when dependent,
developmentally immature children and
adolescents participate in sexual activities that
they do not fully comprehend, to which they are
unable to give informed consent, and that violate

the social taboos of family roles. Such abuse
ranges from inappropriate fondling and
masturbation to intercourse and buggery.
Children may also be forced to participate in
producing pornographic pictures by
photography or video.

Emotional abuse -This has no generally agreed
definition. Some regard a child as abused if he or

she has a behavioural disturbance to which the
parents fail to respond appropriately in terms of
modifying their behaviour or seeking
professional help. Most would consider a child to
be emotionally abused, however, if the child's
behaviour and emotional development were
severely affected by the parents' persistent
neglect or rejection. Thus emotional abuse may
lead to a failure to thrive and short stature in
young children. Other less common forms of
emotional abuse include the Munchausen
syndrome by proxy, in which the parents force
the child into a role of inappropriate illness.
Commonly, different types of abuse overlap
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with each other so a child may be being abused in
several different ways either at the same time or

sequentially.
Cle'arly, in most forms of abuse the abuser,

usually the parent, may harm the child both
actively and passively and by acts of both
commission and omission. One parent may be
active in beating the child, another just as
harmful by passively failing to protect a child
from the sexual advances of a cohabitant. A
parent who passively fails to provide food or love
for a child may indulge also in active physical
assault.

Prevalence
Four per cent ofchildren up to the age of 12 are

brought to the notice of professional agencies
(social service departments or the National
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to

Children) because of suspected abuse. Some of
that abuse is not proved and some of it is mild,
but a British survey has shown that each year at
least one child per 1000 under the age of 4 years
suffers severe physical abuse -for example,
fractures, brain haemorrhage, severe internal
injuries, or mutilation. A minimum mortality is

one in 10000 children; most people concerned
with child abuse believe the mortality to be
considerably higher as many cases are

undetected.
The prevalence of other types of abuse is even

more difficult to determine. Much depends upon
how the abuse is defined and whether minor
degrees of abuse are included in a study. This
problem is particularly apparent in sexual abuse.
Most adults can probably remember an

unpleasant sexual event or inappropriate
approach that was made to them as a child, but if
it was merely someone who indulged in indecent
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Raping

exposure on one occasion or fumbled about his or
her clothing they probably do not consider that
they have been sexually abused. Most reported
instances of sexual abuse do not entail physical
contact; abuse entailing physical contact, in
terms of attempted or actual intercourse, is likely
to be more important and certainly causes more
concern. Many of the recent mass surveys have
failed to distinguish between different types of
abuse or to deal with the severity or repetition of
the abuse. Moreover, the authors sometimes
seem to forget the limitations of adults reporting
past sexual experiences, particularly if they are
doing so at a time of emotional upset (perhaps
Freud's writings of 80 years ago should be
compulsory reading for all research workers).
Home Office criminal statistics yield merely a few
hundred cases a year of sexual abuse of children
and grossly underrepresent the true incidence,
tending more to reflect detection skills and
prosecution practice. The National Society for
the Prevention of Cruelty to Children reported a
yearly incidence of sexual abuse in 1986 of 0-57
cases per 1000 children. This figure was based on
the number of children entered on to child
protection registers because of sexual abuse that
year. It reflects the degree of suspicion at that
time and the practices of the local authorities
keeping the child abuse registers: it does not give

Child protection registers
Main reason for child being placed on
register (1988)
Grave concern 34%
Physical abuse 25%
Sexual abuse 13%
Neglect 13%
Other reasons 15%

any indication ofthe type or severity ofthe abuse.
Thus, although there is some evidence that

there may have been an increase in some forms of
child abuse in the past five years, the current
-escalation of reported cases and identified cases is
much more a matter of public awareness, better
professional recognition, and an unwillingness by
society to tolerate the abuse of children.

Aetiology
Boys and girls are both abused. First born

children are more often affected, and within a
family it is common for just one of the children to
be abused and the others to be free from such
abuse. Young children are most at risk, partly
because they are more vulnerable and partly
because they cannot seek help elsewhere.
Children under 2 years of age are most at risk
from severe physical abuse. Death from abuse is
rare after the age of 1 year.
Most abuse is by the child's parents, and it is

particularly common for a parent or cohabitant
who is living in the home but is not related to the
child to be the abuser. Young parents are more
likely to abuse than older ones. Abusing parents'
usually do not'have an identified mental illness,
though many show personality traits
predisposing to violent behaviour or
inappropriate sexual behaviour. Child abuse is
more likely in those who are socially deprived and
in families without employment, but it is most
important to 'recognise that it occurs in all layers
of society.
Abuse is thought to be 20 times more likely if

one of the parents was abused as a child. Though
there is a strong tendency for those who were
abused to abuse'their own children in turn, more
than a third of mothers abused as children
nevertheless provide good care for their children
and do not abuse them.

Awareness of the commonness of child abuse is
an important step towards its recognition. The
other necessary requirement is for doctors and
nurses to be aware of the awful variety of ways in
which children are abused. We can all
understand the way in which a weary parent
strikes an exasperating child but many normal
people are too decent to imagine the degree of
depravity, violence, cruelty, and cunning
associated with child abuse. It is necessary to be
aware of these wilder limits because we can
recognise and manage disorders only ifwe know
about them from either experience or teaching.
The articles that follow will deal with both the
common and the less common forms of child
abuse.
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