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Disability and Child Protection  
Parents with intellectual and learning disabilities, and disabled children, are among populations that encounter inequalities across child protection systems. Indeed broadly, the convergent space between disability and child protection, is one characterised by multiple concerns alluded to in existing literature. Disabled children experience much higher rates of maltreatment than their majority population peers. There are also documented barriers to executing successful safeguarding work with these children. Such impediments include barriers to gathering credible disclosures from disabled children for court in the context of a considerable burden of proof. Attitudinal and social justice impediments are also exemplary, with reference to ensuring thresholds for service provision are applied fairly to disabled children. Meanwhile, parents with intellectual and learning disabilities find themselves at increased risk of child protection and welfare investigation. Finally, professional competency concerns proliferate, such as social workers at the grass-roots child protection practice level, reporting low confidence in understanding and working with disability. Due to issues such as these, child protection can present complex challenges in a disability context. The aim of this chapter is to straddle key strands of this subject matter, through providing an introductory overview of the topic of disability and child protection. 
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Introduction 
The intention for this chapter is to offer a high-level overview of key issues at the intersection of child protection and disability. Owing to an expanding body of research, it is clear that disability presents unique and significant complexities and concerns in a child protection context. Consider the example of parents with intellectual disability. By 2008, in excess of 400 empirical studies spanning back at least five decades, shed light on the unique parenting challenges faced by parents with intellectual disability (Brandon 1957; McConnell and Pacheco 2016). These include preconceived ideas and assumptions of incompetence, lack of specialist training for practitioners who work with them, and discriminatory child protection service provision (Azar and Read 2009; Feldman and Aunos 2010; Morgan 2017). These challenges transpire in the context of real inequality. Research by Booth, Booth and McConnell (2005), for example, found parents with learning difficulties to be disproportionately involved in care proceedings and much more likely to lose their children to adoption than any other group of parents.
Parents with intellectual disability are not the only population to be associated with child protection inequality. Further indicative are unique concerns pertaining to heightened maltreatment risk for disabled children (Jones et al. 2012). Ground-breaking research by Sullivan and Knutson (2000) found that disabled children are about 3.4 times more likely to be abused than majority population peers. This finding was bolstered by meta-analytic research of 17 studies by Jones et al. in 2012. Moreover, western studies like these have been supported globally through research spanning from Senegal, Ethopia, Zambia and Gameroon (AGPF 2011), East Africa (Stöpler 2007), Uganda and Malawi (Devries et al. 2014; Kuper et al. 2016), and Hong Kong (Chan, Emery and Ip 2016), among other places. The message arising from these investigations is clear: There is a disproportionately high risk of maltreatment, levelled against disabled children. 
The risk is indicative of disadvantages and disparities surrounding disabled populations, more broadly, in a child protection context. Disproportionalities in service types, for instance, related to identified risk factors, are evident for intellectually disabled parents versus non-disabled parents involved with child protection services (Slayter and Jensen 2019). Also indicative is the prevailing discourse around child sexual abuse prevention that seems to disregard and overlook disabled children, even though they have a greater-known risk of sexual abuse above majority population peers (Llewellyn 2021). This is compounded by practical risk factors such as higher dependency of disabled children on professionals and caregivers to meet their intimate care needs. This includes dependency on wider social support infrastructures due to disability-related care needs, leaving these children unsupervised with multiple adults (Browne and Miller 2013; Fry et al. 2017; Llewellyn, Wayland and Hindmarsh 2016). It is perhaps unsurprising, therefore, that disabled children may experience a heightened likelihood of being maltreated by someone known to them, above non-disabled peers (Stalker et al. 2010, 2015). In this sense, due to disability, some children are constantly in the company of alternating carers and yet never left alone with total strangers.  
Such realities of disability and child protection are the focus of this chapter, although this focus must be limited across several lines. Most specifically, attention will be largely reduced to examining the two disabled populations around which existing literature is condensed: disabled children and young people, and intellectually disabled parents. It should be noted, however, that there has been sparser attention given in research to other relevant populations, including but not exclusive to physically disabled parents and non-parent disabled perpetrators of child abuse. 

Attitudinal and perceptual problems 

As a starting point, one clear and cross-cutting socio-cultural issue, is how disability is viewed in a child protection context. Disability expertise among safeguarding professionals can be reportedly low, with a lack of specialised training available to redress this. This intersects with bias, social justice, attitudinal and perceptual problems with how disability is comprehended and ‘framed’ in safeguarding practice (Flynn and McGregor 2017; Stalker et al. 2015). It is perhaps unsurprising, therefore, that social workers in child protection services report being anxious and even at times resistant to working with disabled children. 
These socio-cultural and attitudinal issues may have real-life effects, such as evidence of higher thresholds in taking action to safeguard disabled children above non-disabled children (Stalker et al. 2015), and clear differences in the duration and nature of out-of-home care for disabled children removed from their families (Kelly, Dowling and Winter 2012). Rates of reporting and detection of abuse or potential abuse can be lessened for disabled children due to social stigma around disability that isolates disabled children from protective influences (Fry 2017). 
According to Mupaku, Braenne Bennwik and Kelly (2023), for instance, attitudes, stigma and oppression are critical components of the nature of disabled children’s experiences of care, care-leaving and service providers within the child protection and welfare arena. Concurrently, negative stereotypes also abound against intellectually disabled parents. While these have subsided somewhat over recent decades, “misguided or prejudicial ideas” can be seen to underpin significant child protection service outcomes like unwarranted child removals (McConnell and Llewellyn 2002, p.298). In sum, it is clear that bias, social justice, attitudinal and perceptual problems, are both documented and detrimental, with reference to disability and child protection. 

Resource deficits 

It is exceptionally regrettable that resource deficits, such as lack of research funding, and lack of targeted data collection within services (Franklin, Brady and Bradley 2015), prevents the optimisation of safeguarding practice with disabled children and adults. Existing research demonstrates that time poverty and lack of resources like suitable out-of-home care placements for disabled children, undermines effective safeguarding practice (Adams and Leshone 2016; Flynn and McGregor, 2017; Ofsted 2012). Barriers to detecting and professionally responding to the abuse and neglect of disabled children are well documented (Flynn and McGregor 2017; Franklin, Brady and Bradley 2020). These can include lack of skills and capacity to use assistive technologies and augmentative communication methods, as well as lack of scope for creative ways of working to promote inclusivity. 
	Due to problems with cognitively impaired and non-verbal disabled children and adults disclosing child abuse, as well as social isolation of these groups which inhibits opportunities for disclosure (Franklin and Smeaton 2017; Fry 2017), alternative ways of detecting abuse are critical. Research shows, in this context, that visible signs of maltreatment like soiled garments and dishevelled clothing are important in detecting maltreatment (Terol 2009). This requires workers, however, to have the time to monitor child welfare through approaches like increased vigilance for visible warning signs during home visitation. 
Resource deficits are also detrimental to disabled parents. Such deficits, including lack of respite care and social care services, can have devastating effects (Morgan 2017). A social model of disability is relevant to disabled parents as it emphasises how barriers to equality in society, such as lack of disability-accessible child protection services evidenced by research (More 2023), contributes to negative outcomes. Armstrong (2016) articulates that all parents need help and resources, whether they identify as disabled or not. This does coincide, however, with the responsibilities of being a parent. The question of when enough resources and supports have been provided to disabled parents is one that is contentious in child protection and welfare practice, particularly when determining a disabled parent’s ultimate fitness to parent. 
With these complexities so abundant, the dearth of training on disability for key personnel like judges, social workers and child advocates is alarming. This is particularly concerning as some locations show clear differences in child protection outcomes around disability. These include increased risk of termination of parents’ rights for disabled children, and less reunification with parents or placement with kin for these children, as well as “longer waits for adoption” (Kay 2019, p.345). More research, including within services and academia, is needed to shed light on potential underlying mechanisms and factors at play, to avoid relying on speculation and guesswork. 
Advocacy and activism will be valuable in drawing attention to funding, bureaucratic and resource considerations (Ombudsman for Children’s Office 2018). This will be helpful to investigate recorded differences in child protection processes in certain contexts. These include differences in the timeliness of processes like reviews of child protection and welfare plans (Ofsted 2012), and differences in the likelihood of being placed on a child protection register following child protection conferencing (Cooke and Standen 2002). Also outlined in research are clear differences around disabled service users in the conclusion of assessments and undertaking of interventions, and in the evident rigour of managerial practices (Ofsted 2012). Arguably, tools and procedures within child protection and welfare systems need to be reviewed and adapted where necessary for disability, to complement any investigations into service disparities, underway (Taylor, Stalker and Stewart 2016).

Risk and protective factors 

There are many known, and speculated, risk and protective factors to note. Given the limited scope of this chapter, however, the aim of this section will be modest in seeking to discuss just some of these. 
One key area relates to relationships with others. Whilst some research, for instance, identifies school as a location for abuse perpetrators to access disabled children (Kuper et al. 2016), it is ironic that school can also be a protective factor where relationships with others can lead to detection of signs of abuse. Yet, due to disability, some children do not attend school (Fry 2017). Related to this is the paradoxical fact that relationships both create safety for disabled children from abuse and create vulnerability for abuse (Robinson et al. 2017). This includes relationships in the home, where disabled children are more likely than non-disabled peers to be exposed to domestic and family violence (Corr and Santos 2017; Jones et al. 2012; Kyegombe et al. 2019). Relationships may also be of limited protective value when the expertise disabled children hold to advise on “what happens to them” (Robinson et al. 2023, p.1) is overlooked. 
Indeed, evidence suggests that perpetrators may purposefully target disabled children and adults because they see them as not credible to others, and therefore less likely to be believed if they do disclose. Furthermore, there are multiple reasons that perpetrators may target disabled children and adults. Intellectually disabled mothers may be targeted, for instance, by sexual predators through forming a romantic relationship with the mother, for the purpose of accessing her children to abuse them (Tusla 2018). Communication capacity is also a key factor. Non-verbal children may be purposefully targeted by perpetrators because they cannot vocalise their abuse to others. Intellectually disabled children may be targeted due to being perceived as less likely to comprehend that abuse is happening to them, and therefore thought to be unable to resist or disclose abuse, or indeed wrongfully perceived to be unharmed by abuse which they are oblivious to. 
Accepting that relationships create both safety and risk (Robinson et al. 2017), there are also risk factors relating to individual capacities and qualities. Whilst intellectually disabled parents can develop their parenting skills and insight (Lamont and Bromfield 2009), for instance, it is important to be realistic that intellectual disability is a lifelong circumstance. Some risk factors identified in research align to this such as the child of an intellectually disabled parent potentially outpacing the development of that parent. As such, the needs of children should be seen as developmentally changing, rather than set and entirely stable (Tusla 2018). The risk of un-adaptive and inflexible thought patterns, comorbidity of intellectual disability with substance misuse, and other issues, have been identified as relevant to parenting capacity assessment for intellectually disabled parents (Horwath 2007; Stevenson 2007).
According to research, childhood disability can also complicate, and in some cases, highly challenge parenting (Houston et al. 2020). As van der Mark (2017, p.1198) comments, “disability and care literature shows that parenting a disabled child can be time-consuming, stressful, physically challenging, isolating and expensive.” Here, the issue of supports becomes important again, such as evidenced based programs like the Triple P Parenting Program for mothers of intellectually disabled children (Ashori, Norouzi and Jalil-Abkenar 2019). Whilst most parents of disabled children are loving, caring and highly competent in their role, in some very exceptional cases excessive pressures can be placed on parents around disability care needs, who do not have resources to cope. Also subject to excess pressures, can be the children of disabled parents. These children may take on an excessive or inappropriate burden for the care of their parent(s) in certain exceptional situations. The health care needs, mobility and physical capability of the parent are among factors that literature deems relevant to assess here (Tusla 2018). 
Overall, there are many risk and protective factors at the intersection of disability and child protection. It is important in considering these, however, to not conflate disability with vulnerability or incompetence, and to avoid negative stereotyping around disability whilst recognising that every person is unique. 

Social and environmental problems 

Disabled children and adults are more likely to experience many social problems that can increase child protection and welfare risk indirectly. Decreased quality parenting from parents with intellectual disability may relate indirectly to a higher likelihood of low socio-economic status and unemployment, forcing them and their children to inhabit more dangerous communities. On a global level, certain cultures and communities may deliberately hide disabled children or adults from the community and society, due to stigma or shame, preventing the public from detecting abuse (Boersma 2013). Increased social isolation, social exclusion, bullying and poverty, and increased risk of single parenting, also reduce disabled parent’s chances of being part of social circles where good parenting practices are role modelled (Llewellyn and Hindmarsh 2015). This is despite the fact that a comprehensive, supportive social network is deemed beneficial for intellectually disabled parents (Tusla 2018). Good collaborative working between multi-disciplinary child and adult focussed services should also be noted as one aspect of a strong social service infrastructure for disabled parents (Cleaver and Nicholson 2007). Yet the environment and social context in which a disabled child or adult resides, will have a great bearing on what services, if any, are available. 
	A final aspect of the social and environmental context that is important to note, pertains to disadvantage. Disabled children and adults are more likely to experience disadvantages that have an indirect propensity to increase child protection risks. They are often more likely to live in poorer families, and thus in less safe neighbourhoods, and to experience homelessness and housing instability which also undermines access to services (Emerson et al. 2010; Flynn and McGregor 2018; Vinck and Lancker 2019). Disabled people also have a tendency to be part of other socially disadvantaged groups, to experience crime victimisation and be part of social categories where there is lower employment probability (Vinck and Lancker 2019). All of this disadvantage arguably contributes to increased rates of child abuse and neglect, by exposing disabled people to conditions of disadvantage and heightened risk, which then connects with existing problems with effective safeguarding introduced at the start of this chapter. Overall, in order to create a better world for all children and families, the needs of the disability community in a child protection context must be an utmost priority, for all those who care. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter has been to introduce the subject matter of disability and child protection. By now, it is arguably conclusive that there are unique and heightened child protection risks experienced by many disabled populations. These harmfully converge with existing barriers to effective safeguarding practice. In looking to the future, evidenced-informed action is needed urgently to enhance and expand on existing efforts. These efforts must be channelled into research, policy development and capacity-building within safeguarding services. While there is a long way to go to improve safety and social justice in child protection and disability, this goal remains one of endless value and absolute urgency. 

Cross References: 

See chapter on critical disability studies.
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