
Speech and language therapists (SLTs) have a key role 
to play in supporting interagency responses to child 
abuse and neglect. Speech and language therapists 
work in partnership with local agencies, including 

education, health and social services, to safeguard and promote 
the welfare of children.

Language and communication 
skills as a predictor of neglect 
Research indicates a link between communication problems and 
child abuse and neglect (the absence of provision for a child’s 
basic physical or psychological needs).1,2 Neglected children 
may experience a lack of stimulation in childhood, resulting 
in communication and interaction needs.3 Speech, language 
and communication needs (SLCN) are one of the most obvious 
indicators of abuse and neglect. However, neglect can often prove 
difficult to identify because it involves acts of omission. 

Safeguarding children with 
communication needs

SLCN needs and  
domestic violence

Research conducted by domestic violence charity Refuge, 
has found that pre-school children exposed to domestic 
violence are likely to be at significant risk of developing 
significant speech and language problems:

▶ 50% of children involved in their study met the 
criteria for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The 
most frequently reported PTSD symptoms for pre-
schoolers in the study included language regression and 
separation anxiety. 

▶ Comparisons between children’s achievement in the 
Refuge play-centre and in the community showed a 
significant difference in hearing and speech development.  
Children at Refuge were assessed as achieving 
significantly less within the area of hearing and speech 
(M=64%) than those in other community play settings 
(M=91%).    

Source: Refuge (2005). Refuge assessment and intervention  
for pre-school children exposed to domestic violence. 

Speech, language and 
communication needs (SLCN) and 
physical and emotional abuse 
Children who experience abuse and neglect are more likely to have 
communication and interaction difficulties4 and this relates to the 
quality of interaction5 with and attachment to their care givers. The 
effects can be long term.6

Children in abusive or neglectful situations are likely to develop 
insecure attachment to their care givers which can lead to 
difficulties in social communication,7 reduced language skills,8 
an impaired ability to feel and express emotions,9 and a limited 
vocabulary for thoughts and feelings.10

Therefore it is important that any child who has experienced 
abuse and neglect should be screened for communication and 
interaction difficulties. Limited communication skills may also be 
an indicator of safeguarding issues. 
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SLCN and risk of abuse
The link between safeguarding and communication difficulties 
also works in the opposite direction: children who have complex 
needs are at greater risk of abuse and this is in part because of their 
communication difficulties. Studies suggest: 

☛  Disabled children are more likely to experience abuse than their 
peers and that children with communication difficulties could 
be at greater risk of abuse than other disabled children.11, 12, 13

☛  Some of the most vulnerable children are those whose 
impairments prevent them from communicating what has 
happened to them (and who may therefore be deliberately 
targeted by some perpetrators of abuse).14

As a consequence, SLTs can provide a vital support for enabling 
alternative or augmentative communication (AAC) with abused 
children whose impairments prevent them from communicating 
verbally.15

Anti-social behaviour as  
a consequence of SLCN
Studies also indicate a strong link between SLCN and anti-social 
behaviour.16 Poor language ability in the early years increases the 
risk of antisocial behaviour at 14 years of age.17 As such, overcoming 
language difficulties in the early years should provide a key focus of 
prevention and early intervention strategies aimed at reducing the 
prevalence of antisocial behaviour. 

How SLTs support vulnerable 
children
☛   SLTs play an important role in the detection of abuse and 

neglect: Where communication and interaction needs 
are believed to be an indicator of underlying concerns 
regarding the safety and welfare of a child, SLTs can establish 
communication strategies and can contact and work in 
partnership with relevant local agencies in assisting victims of 
abuse to disclose harm.

1  Sylvestre  A, et al. Language Problems Among Abused and Neglected Children: 
A Meta-Analytic Review. Child Maltreat 2015; November 30: 1-12.

2  Law J and Conway J. The effect of abuse and neglect on the development of 
children’s speech and language. Development Medicine and Child Neurology 
1992; 34 (11): 943–948.

3  Culp R. (1991) Maltreated children’s language and speech development: abused, 
neglected and abused and neglected.

4  Sylvestre A, et al. Language Problems Among Abused and Neglected Children: 
A Meta-Analytic Review, Child Maltreat 2015; November 30: 1-12.

5  Barwick MA, Cohen NJ, Horodezky NB, Lojkasek M. Infant communication and 
the mother-infant relationship: the importance of level of risk and construct 
measurement. Infant Mental Health Journal 2004; 25(3): 240-266.

6  Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists (2014). Submission from the 
Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists to The Independent Inquiry 
into Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE) in Northern Ireland. 

7  Sadiq FA, Slator L, Skuse D, et al. Social use of language in children with 
reactive attachment disorder and autism spectrum disorders. Eur Child Adolesc 
Psychiatry 2012; 21: 267. 

8  Beeghly M, Cicchetti D. Child maltreatment, attachment, and the self 
system: Emergence of an internal state lexicon in toddlers at high social risk. 
Development and Psychopathology 1994; 6: 5-30. 

9  Barlow J. Schrader Macmillan (2010) Safeguarding Children from Emotional 

Maltreatment: What Works, Jessica Kingsley Publishers.
10  Lemche E, Klann-Delius G, Koch R, et al. Mentalizing Language Development 

in a Longitudinal Attachment Sample: Implications for Alexithymia. Psychother 
Psychosom 2004; 73:366–374.

11  Stalker K and McArthur K. (2010) Child abuse, child protection and disabled 
children: a review of recent research, Child Abuse Review 2010; p2 and 14.  

12  Snow P. Child maltreatment, mental health and oral language competence: 
inviting speech-language pathology to the prevention table. International 
Journal of Speech-Language Pathology 2009; 11(2): 95-103. 

13  HM Government (2015). What to do if you’re worried a child is being abused: 
Advice for practitioners. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/419604/What_to_do_if_you_
re_worried_a_child_is_being_abused.pdf

14  Westcott H and Jones D. Annotation: the abuse of disabled children, Journal of 
Child Psychology and Psychiatry 1999; 40(4): 497-506.

15  ibid.
16  Bryan K, Freer J, Furlong C. Language and communication difficulties in juvenile 

offenders. International Journal of Language and Communication Difficulties 
2007; 42: 505-520.  

17  Bor W, McGee TR, Fagan AA. Early risk factors for adolescent antisocial 
behaviour: An Australian longitudinal study. Australian and New Zealand 
Journal of Psychiatry 2004; 38(5): 365–372.

▶Also see our factsheets on ‘Looked after children’ and ‘Social, emotional and mental health’
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☛   SLTs support other professionals who work with children 
with SLCN:  This can often involve training social work 
teams in how to identify and support children with SLCN 
and helping police officers to determine whether a child’s 
communication difficulties may have prevented him or her 
from reporting injuries inflicted through abuse.

☛   SLTs help to develop the speech, language and 
communication skills of children who have experienced 
abuse, and assist them in expressing their views and 
recounting their experiences: This can involve helping them 
to express themselves in interviews and modifying the level 
of the questions being put to them. 

▶For more information, contact: info@rcslt.org


