What is abuse?
Introduction
Abuse is a term to describe the misuse of a power relationship of one person or people over another person or
people. People can hold a power relationship over us in all sorts of ways, so abuse is not only the misuse of physical
strength over another using violence, although it might mean that. In this support sheet we look at some of the
different types of abuse. It is very much an overview, rather than a comprehensive list.
It's useful to remember that abuse is about a mis-use of power.
What are the different types of abuse?
There are different ways in which people can mis-use or abuse a power relationship they have over somebody else.
Here are some of the ways, but this list isn’t necessarily exhaustive. A useful rule of thumb if you are concerned you
or someone else is being abused is to think whether the person is using power in ways which are for their own ends
and which might lead to hurt or harm to the other person.
Some of the ways in which someone may be abused are:
Physical
When we speak of abuse we often consider the use of force or threat of force of one person over another. This is
often assumed to be the use of force by a physically stronger and larger person over a smaller or weaker person but
this is not always the case. A smaller, weaker person can also be physically abusive to a stronger person. That is still
physical abuse.
Emotional
Emotional abuse can involve putting the other person down, insulting them, shaming them, making them feel small,
scared or vulnerable. The use of words as a weapon of abuse can be equally destructive and damaging as physical
violence.
Financial
This involves controlling or stealing another person’s money or resources.
Neglect
Neglect involves someone in a caring role failing to meet the person’s care needs.
Coercive control
Coercive control is the use of mental and emotional control to limit someone’s freedom of choice or freedom of
thought. The term ‘gaslighting’ is used to describe the ways in which someone can manipulate reality so that the
other person loses a sense of what is real and true for them. This has an extremely destructive impact on a person’s
sense of self and ability to act.
Religious
This describes the way in which one person or people coerce another into following a particular set of religious
beliefs or practices.

Child abuse
Children, due to their emotional and physical vulnerability and dependence on adults to care for them, are
particularly vulnerable to abuse, particularly from care givers or from those who have authority over them. In law
the categories of child abuse are sexual, physical, emotional abuse and neglect and in situations in which a child is
being abused, often more than one type of abuse is present (see below).
If you are concerned that a child is being abused, please do call the local authority safeguarding team, the NSPCC
or the police. It is everyone’s responsibility to ensure children are protected. You can report your concerns
anonymously. If you are a child who is being abused, there is help available to you. Please do speak to a trusted
adult in your life or call Childline or the NSPCC.
Vulnerable adults
In law an adult is classed as vulnerable if they in any way lack capacity to control their lives or make their own
decisions and are reliant on others to do this for them. This may be because of a learning disability, cognitive
impairment, serious mental health difficulty or serious physical impairment. Vulnerable adults have additional
protection in law because of their increased vulnerability to abuse (see below).
Anyone
Anyone is potentially vulnerable to abuse. There are all sorts of reasons, physical, emotional, and other why
someone may feel in a powerless position in relation to someone else and remember, abuse is about a mis-use of
power to hurt or to harm.
Domestic abuse
Abuse can often take place in the context of the home – between caregivers and children, abuse of elderly people or
those vulnerable through mental or physical disability or cognitive impairment, or between intimate partners.
Domestic abuse is often hidden from others and it can be particularly difficult to disclose or to ask for help.
Sexual abuse in the context of other forms of abuse
Sexual abuse often takes place in the context of other forms of abuse and the combination of abuse can leave
someone feeling even further disempowered and unable to seek help. For example, in the context of an intimate
relationship, someone may be subjected to coercive control, physical abuse and sexual abuse; a child may be both
emotionally and sexually abused by a caregiver.
Relationship with perpetrator
Sometimes, depending on the person’s relationship with the perpetrator, it can be hard for the person to define the
situation as abusive. The person may feel love for the perpetrator; there may be aspects of the relationship which
seem positive, or it may be that the perpetrator has manipulated the person’s world view to the extent that they
feel that this is what they deserve, that it’s ‘for their own good’, that this is what love is. Remember, if any
relationship where someone has power over you leaves you feeling hurt or harmed in any way, that relationship may
be abusive.
If you feel you are being abused in any way, please seek help. If you are in immediate danger, contact the police.

If you have been sexually abused or assaulted or not sure what has happened to you is sexual abuse or
assault, please do get in touch. You can chat in confidence to one of our helpliners on our webchat or
textchat via our website www.survivorsuk.org

