Taking action to prevent abuse of people with a disability

Fact sheet 1

Why do abuse, neglect and
exploitation occur?

For service
providers, service
managers and
service staff

Risk of harm
People with a disability are at greater risk of
abuse, neglect and exploitation than the general
population. For example, in Australia people with
an intellectual disability are:
• four times more likely to experience
sexual assault
• twice as likely to be the victim of a personal
crime such as physical assault
• one and a half times more likely to be the
victim of a property offence such as theft.
Those with the highest needs are at greatest risk.
The abuse of people with a disability is often
more severe, maintained over a longer period,
and more likely to involve multiple perpetrators,
than abuse of people without a disability.

The language of abuse
It is vital not to trivialise or decriminalise the
harm that is caused by acts of abuse.
For appropriate terms and descriptions
of abuse, neglect and exploitation refer to
Fact Sheet 2 — Recognising abuse,
neglect and exploitation.

Understanding abuse
Abusive relationships can be characterised by:
• multiple abusive relationships in the
individual’s life
• multiple forms of abuse (e.g. financial,
physical, emotional)
• abuse occurring over a long period of time
and across the life cycle.
One way of explaining abuse is to look at factors
in three areas:
1. Relationships between potential offenders
and potential victims are influenced by
characteristics of the victim such as
dependency, learned compliance and
impaired communication or
physical defences. They are influenced by

characteristics of the offender such as a
need for control, exposure to abusive
behaviour, devaluing attitudes and low
attachment to the victim.
2. Environments can emphasise control,
isolate people from society, attract abusers,
conceal abusive behaviour, dehumanise
people and discourage attachment to people
with a disability.
3. Culture can devalue people with a disability,
teach compliance, deny problems and
discourage attachment.

The service context
Establishing a workplace culture that does not
tolerate violence is important. It can impact
positively on relationships and help reduce the
incidence of abuse.
Features of a workplace that can contribute to
heightened risk of abuse include:
• inadequate protection of human rights and
lack of choice or freedom
• social and physical isolation
• overcrowding and incompatibility between
people with a disability and limited choices
with regard to the mix of households, clusters
of people, and similar factors
• power imbalance between clients and staff
• staffing problems such as high turnover,
poor skills, lack of supervision, stress and
frustration
• consumers with complex needs and
challenging behaviour.
In contrast, workplaces that inhibit abuse and
violence are positive towards people with a
disability and support their valued status. These
services act to reduce risks in the workplace
culture and environment.
While service cultures and environments
can significantly increase or reduce risk, it is
important to remember that abuse occurs
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within relationships. There is always the
potential for an abusive relationship to occur
even in a model service.
In developing a culture that inhibits abuse, it
is paramount to be open to its occurrence, to
encourage identification and reporting and to be
prepared to respond appropriately.

The family context
While the majority of people with a disability
experience healthy relationships with other
family members, the incidence of familyrelated abuse and violence is higher than in
the general community.
Children with a disability are particularly
vulnerable and instances of family-based
abuse perpetrated against a child should be
reported to the Department of Child Safety.
However, adults can also be the victims of
family-related abuse, particularly when there
is an ongoing relationship of dependence.
In the provision of care, carer stress can be a
contributing factor to the incidence of family related abuse, neglect and exploitation.
Carer stress may be the result of:
• a lack of knowledge about where to turn to
for help
• family violence/power and control dynamics
or
• other factors, such as poor coping skills,
relationship dysfunction or a predisposition
to violence

Characteristics of perpetrators
of abuse
There are no universal characteristics shared
by people who abuse others and it is important
not to stereotype perpetrators. Nonetheless, it is
useful to be aware of characteristics that have
been linked to some forms of abuse:
• In most cases, across all forms of abuse,
the perpetrator is known to the victim.
• Most sexual abusers are male and their
victims are often female. Perpetrators
often seek out or exploit opportunities for
unsupervised contact with potential victims,
and often ‘groom’ a potential victim by
spending time with them, buying gifts, doing
special favours or providing excessive praise.

• Physical or emotional abuse or neglect is
more likely to be unplanned and influenced
by features of the care environment such as
ratios of support staff, lack of resources or
inadequate training.
• Around one-fifth of reported abuse within
residential services is perpetrated by other
residents. Incompatibility among residents
is a common factor in injury, aggression,
hostility, threats, intimidation and fear
within services.
• Unauthorised constraint, containment or
seclusion for behaviour management can
be types of abuse involving taking away a
person’s rights. Such abuse is more likely to
be committed by support staff or carers who
are untrained or poorly trained and lacking
adequate supervision.
• Perpetrators of financial abuse are often
opportunistic, but in some cases can be
predatory, seeking out vulnerable people
and situations in which theft is not likely to
be discovered or is hard to prove.

Individual risk factors
A number of characteristics of people with
a disability impact on their vulnerability or
resilience to abuse:
• Limited communication skills (and/or
lack of an effective advocate) may lead to a
person being viewed as a ‘safe’ victim and
makes it more difficult for the individual to
report abuse.
• Learnt over-compliance encourages a
desire to please, discourages assertiveness
and increases vulnerability.
• Reliance on others for daily living can
increase opportunities for abuse and restrict
escape options.
• Learned helplessness can restrict
people’s decision-making skills, increasing
vulnerability.
• Limited physical mobility can give
offenders greater access and opportunity and
can prevent individuals leaving services or
abusive situations.
• Low income or limited access to resources
can create dependency on others and limit
personal capacity to leave abusive situations.

• Limited opportunity for sexual or intimate
relationships can lead to toleration of sexual
abuse because of a longing to feel intimacy
with another person.
• Lack of understanding of abuse and
individual rights, particularly among people
with intellectual disabilities can increase
opportunities for abuse.
Children and young people with a disability in
the service system are particularly vulnerable
because of their age.
Regardless of what approach is used to
prevent the occurrence of abuse, neglect and
exploitation, it is important not to ‘blame
the victim’.
While identifying and dealing with individual
risk factors to provide a wider approach to
abuse prevention, it is essential not to simply
attribute abuse to individual or isolated causes.
Appropriate information, skills development and
support should be made available to individuals
at risk.

For further
th information, please phone the
Disability Information Service or visit the
Disability Services Queensland website.
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exploitation).
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Fact sheet 2

Recognising abuse, neglect and exploitation

For service
providers, service
managers and
service staff

Abuse, neglect and exploitation are all concerned with harm, which may be intentional or
unintentional, severe and sudden, or insidious and widespread.
It is important to use clear and consistent language when talking about abuse, neglect and
exploitation. Accurate descriptions help people to recognise abuse, prevent harm from being
trivialised and demonstrate the importance of people taking appropriate action when responding
to abuse.
For example, crimes such as assault or rape should be named as such and not described by
terms such as ‘inappropriate behaviour’.
The table below provides definitions of different types of abuse and neglect.

Description

Criminal acts

Abuse is the violation of a person’s human or civil rights, through an act
or actions of commission or omission, by another person or persons.
Abuse includes, but is not limited to:
• Physical abuse: any non-accidental physical injury to a child or
adult, including inflicting pain of any sort or causing bruises, fractures,
burns, electric shock, or unpleasant sensation (e.g. taste, heat, cold),
as well as restrictive practices that are not authorised.
• Sexual abuse: any sexual contact between an adult and a child or
any sexual activity with an adult who is unable to understand, has
not given consent, or is threatened, coerced or forced to engage in
sexual acts. Sexual activity includes intercourse, genital manipulation,
masturbation, voyeurism, sexual harassment, and inappropriate
exposure to pornographic media.
• Psychological or emotional abuse: verbal assaults, threats of
maltreatment, harassment, humiliation, intimidation, failure to interact
with a person or to acknowledge the person’s presence. This may
include denial of cultural or religious needs and preferences.
• Restrictive practices: unauthorised containment, seclusion
or restraint, including the use of chemical, mechanical
or physical restraint.
• Chemical abuse: any misuse of medications and prescriptions,
including the withholding of medication and over-medicating.
• Financial abuse: the illegal or improper use of a person’s property
or finances or the withholding of a person’s resources.
• Legal or civil abuse: denial of access to everyday justice or legal
systems, and denial of informal or formal advocacy support requested
by a person with a disability or his/her substitute decision maker.
• Systemic abuse: structures, processes and practices within
a service system that contribute to or result in abuse or allow abuse
to continue to occur.

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Assault
Rape
Sexual assault
Indecent assault
Sexual offences
such as indecent
exposure
Harassment
Discrimination
Deprivation
of liberty
Theft
Sexual vilification
and harassment
Racial vilification
Stealing
Administration of
a stupefying drug
in order to commit
an offence
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Description

Criminal acts

Neglect is the failure to provide the necessary care, aid or guidance to
dependent adults by those responsible for their care. Neglect includes,
but is not limited to:
• Physical neglect: failure to provide adequate food, shelter, clothing,
protection, supervision and medical and dental care, or to place
someone at undue risk through unsafe environments or practices.
• Passive neglect: a caregiver’s failure to provide the necessities of
life including but not limited to food, clothing, shelter or medical care.
• Wilful deprivation: wilfully denying medication, medical care, shelter,
food, therapeutic devices or other physical assistance, thereby
exposing that person to risk of physical, mental or emotional harm.
• Emotional neglect: failure to provide the care or stimulation needed
for the social, intellectual and emotional growth or wellbeing of an
adult or child.
• Crimes of omission: the failure to act upon a legal duty or
responsibility.

• Negligence
• Failure to provide
the necessities
of life

Exploitation is taking advantage of the vulnerability of a person
and using them or their resources for profit or advantage
(e.g. financial abuse).

Indicators or signs of abuse
Awareness of common indicators of abuse, neglect and exploitation may increase the likelihood of
recognition and investigation. Although no single behaviour is an absolute indicator of abuse, neglect
and exploitation, examples may include:

Physical abuse

Neglect

• Unexplained injuries such as bruises, burns
or swellings
• Injury for which the explanation does not fit
the evidence
• Delay or reluctance in seeking
medical treatment

• Malnutrition, dehydration
• Missing disability aids
(e.g. communication device)
• Unkempt appearance —
dirty or inappropriate clothing
• Untreated medical problems

Psychological or emotional abuse

Self-harm

• Fear and withdrawal
• Low self-esteem
• Extreme passivity

• Self-injurious behaviours can sometimes
indicate other abuse in a person’s life

Financial abuse or exploitation

Generic

• Unexplained discrepancy between known
income and standard of living
• Possessions disappearing
• Unusual bank account transactions
by a third party

• Onset/escalation of challenging behaviour
• Mood swings or emotional outbursts
• Expresses desire to die, loss of faith,
attempts suicide
• Difficulties with concentration
• Regression in behaviour
(e.g. bed-wetting, thumb-sucking)
• Fear of being alone or with
a particular person
• Fear of being touched or shying away
from being touched
• Alcohol or substance abuse
• Eating disorders, dehydration, malnutrition
or a sudden increase or decrease in appetite
• Poor hygiene
• Nightmares, restlessness
or difficulty in sleeping

Sexual abuse
• Genital pain, bleeding, itching, swelling,
infection or discharge
• Unusual or inappropriate expression
of affection
• New or unusual interest or knowledge
of sexual matters
• Feeling angry, overwhelmed, numb,
withdrawn or detached or crying for no
apparent reason

Chemical abuse
• Reduced mental or physical activity
• Depression
• Reduced or absent therapeutic response

It should also be noted that a number of people with a disability have significant
communication and sensory issues and as a result may have difficulty in raising concerns
about incidences of abuse, neglect and exploitation. It is essential that people with
communication and sensory issues are provided with the appropriate communication tools.
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For further information, please phone the Disability Information Service or visit the Disability
Services Queensland website.
Freecall: 1800 177 120*
Telephone typewriter (TTY): 1800 010 222
Email: disabilityinfo@disability.qld.gov.au
Website: www.disability.qld.gov.au
*Calls from mobile phones are charged at the applicable rate.

You can also refer to Fact Sheet 3 — Preventing abuse, neglect and exploitation and section 1
of the booklet of tips and resources.
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Fact sheet 3

Preventing abuse, neglect and exploitation

For service
providers, service
managers and
service staff

A tiered approach
The prevention of abuse, neglect and
exploitation of people with a disability requires
a multi-faceted approach that promotes positive
cultures, safe environments and relationships
based on mutual respect.
There are three levels of prevention work:
1. Primary prevention targets the broad
community — strategies are directed to
the general public, families, workplaces,
community networks and people with a
disability who may or may not be using
support services.
2. Secondary prevention targets people with
a disability — strategies include reducing
risks, building up protection and strengthening
abuse recognition and response systems.
3. Tertiary prevention targets known
incidents of abuse — strategies provide
support to victims of abuse and may include
recovery support and links to the criminal
justice system where appropriate.

Primary prevention
Over the long term, the most effective strategies
for preventing abuse are those that promote
positive roles and valued status for people with
a disability throughout the community.
Community inclusion — Support enabling
people to live in the community is a key way
to increase inclusion and minimise the risk
of abuse of people with a disability.
For those people who live in a specialist
accommodation service and who have an
intellectual or psychiatric disability, acquired
brain injury, dementia or other condition that
affects decision making, it is crucial to encourage
interaction with community visitors and develop
programs that build connections and relationships
beyond the service environment.

A community visitor is someone appointed by the
Office of the Adult Guardian, or Commission for
Children and Young People and Child Guardian,
to visit accommodation and respite services that
care for adults or children and young people with
a disability. Community visitors can try to resolve
issues or complaints with the staff or manager to
ensure adequate levels of support and standards
of service.
Enhancing valued status — changing attitudes
toward people with a disability is a necessary
step in reducing their risk of abuse. Attitudes
that devalue people with a disability, deny them
common rights and freedoms, or downplay or
ignore disadvantage and discrimination may lead
to unacceptable tolerance of abuse.
Enhancing the valued status of individuals with
a disability is achieved through providing
them with opportunities to form relationships,
demonstrate competence, exercise citizenship
rights and meet social responsibilities.
Removing barriers and providing appropriate
and coordinated personal and service supports
enhances these opportunities.

What can you do?
Promote positive attitudes toward disability —
share positive stories of people with a disability
that you know, highlight their achievements.
Raising awareness — Community education
campaigns are a significant feature of abuse
prevention. Increased awareness of the problem
encourages those who have experienced abuse
to seek assistance, and helps to create a sense
of community responsibility.

What can you do?
Don’t tolerate abuse, neglect and exploitation
— let people know that you care, and if you
or someone you know is at risk, take
appropriate action.
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Secondary prevention
Supporting families and carers — Most
families that have a member with a disability
enjoy positive relationships. They are committed
to promoting their family member’s welfare and
happiness, providing physical and emotional
support and a close rapport.
Families and friends provide support with daily
living or care to about 80 per cent of people with
a disability requiring assistance. Carers are often
under considerable stress and may experience
stress-related illness or health problems.
High levels of carer stress can be both a cause
and a symptom of abuse. Providing effective
support to both carers and people with a
disability in families can build resilience to stress
and reduce the risk of abuse. Strategies that
services can implement include:
• improving access to more flexible and
appropriate respite care
• improving service coordination to minimise
caregiver frustration
• identifying, advocating for the elimination
of barriers to social participation and
removing these barriers (e.g. transport,
costs, physical access)
• increasing risk assessment and providing
intensive support to families at risk
• creating mechanisms to ensure that family
concerns are heard.
Family Support Programs are provided by
mainstream family services as well as specialist
disability services.

What can you do?
Do you work with families? Help to coordinate
supports that will minimise stress and
maximise the quality of life that all family
members can enjoy.
Do you know someone caring for a relative
with a disability? Perhaps you could provide
some practical help with daily tasks or
transport or just be a good friend and offer
some understanding.
Does your family or a family you know need
more support? Contact the Commonwealth
Carer Resource Centre on free-call
1800 242 636, or for information on
family support programs provided by
Disability Services Queensland,
visit www.disability.qld.gov.au

Creating safer services — The Queensland
Government is committed to ensuring that
services provided to people with a disability are
of high quality. The Disability Sector Quality
System provides a framework that supports the
assessment of services against the Queensland
Disability Service Standards.
Implementing all 10 standards is vital for
developing high-quality service delivery and,
as secondary prevention measures, all of the
standards are important.
Quality Standard 9 is specifically directed at
preventing and responding to abuse, and reads:
Protection of legal and human rights and
freedom from abuse and neglect — Upholding
the legal and human rights of each person with
a disability and taking action to prevent and/or
respond to allegations of abuse and neglect.
The culture within a service delivery organisation
and the environment in which services are
provided are significant factors in the likelihood
of abuse occurring:
• Workplaces that are positive towards people
with a disability and support valued status
inhibit abuse.
• Services that are integrated with the
community and do not segregate or
isolate people with a disability provide an
environment where abuse is less likely.
• Services that encourage risk awareness
and take steps to prevent harm and report
all incidents as early as possible will help to
substantially reduce the prevalence of abuse
of people with a disability.
Meeting individual needs is another key to abuse
prevention. Good practice includes:
• individual assessment of needs and priorities
• providing tailored support and flexible options
• capacity to change the support provided in
response to changing needs
• monitoring individual outcomes and
satisfaction.
The recruitment and professional development
of support workers is another important
component in creating safer services. Due to
the high vulnerability of people with a disability
in service systems, the use of untrained workers
is less than ideal. Other actions supporting this
component include providing clear advice to
staff on appropriate and inappropriate conduct.
A code of practice and policies that clearly
prohibit all forms of abuse and overly restrictive
behaviour management are essential.

What can you do?
Do you use a disability support service?
Provide feedback on your own safety and
that of others — tell someone if you think
that more could be done to reduce risk and
enhance safety.
Do you work in a disability service?
Contribute to creating safer services — help
to build protections and reduce risk — talk
about it with your manager and colleagues.
Building an individual’s confidence — An
individual’s personal characteristics can increase
the likelihood that they will act against abuse
and may reduce the likelihood that they will
be victimised.
However, this is not effective on its own —
the environment and culture must provide
the right context for self-empowerment and
protection against abuse.
Training programs, information packages,
learning and communication technology are
available to facilitate strategies that:
• educate people about their rights as citizens
and service users
• encourage self-advocacy and increase
individual independence and
decision-making skills
• provide support to improve mobility and
freedom of movement
• increase choice and opportunities
• build knowledge and skills.

What can you do?
Do you know someone at risk? Do they
know their rights? Help them to understand
their right to safety and to develop
self-protective behaviour.

Tertiary prevention
Most abuse of people with a disability is not
reported. Barriers to reporting include:
• failure to recognise abuse, neglect and
exploitation
• not knowing how or where to make a report
• concern that the report will not be believed
• fear of retribution or repercussions

• c oncern or empathy for the perpetrator (e.g.
when they are a family member or housemate)
• privacy and confidentiality concerns.
Abuse is more likely to be reported if there are
mechanisms in place for responding to the
situation. These include:
• a clear commitment to treating all reports
seriously and undertaking appropriate
investigation
• mechanisms to protect the safety of victims
and whistleblowers
• collaboration with other relevant agencies
across sectors, including victim support
services and criminal justice responses
• mandatory training in abuse recognition,
reporting and response, covered as part of
staff induction and completed before any
client contact.

What can you do?
If you believe that you or someone you know
may have experienced or witnessed abuse,
contact the Disability Services Queensland
Complaints Unit toll-free on 1800 177 120,
or the National Disability Abuse and
Neglect Hotline toll-free on 1800 880 052
Telephone typewriter (TTY) 1800 301 130;
Telephone Interpreter Service (TIS) 131 450.
For further information, please phone the
Disability Information Service or visit the
Disability Services Queensland website.
Freecall: 1800 177 120*
Telephone typewriter (TTY): 1800 010 222
Email: disabilityinfo@disability.qld.gov.au
Website: www.disability.qld.gov.au
*Calls from mobile phones are charged at the applicable rate.
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Fact sheet 4

Preventing abuse, neglect and exploitation

For service
providers, service
managers and
service staff

First to know

Message to victims

The immediate response of the first person to
suspect or know of harm occurring is crucial to
effective intervention and victim support.

You are not to blame if you or someone else
is being abused. You can’t be blamed for
the way someone else behaves. The blame
for the abuse lies with the person who is
committing it. Keep in mind that:
• the person who is committing the abuse
knows what they’re doing is wrong
(even if they act as if they don’t know)
• they don’t have to act this way
• there are no excuses for treating someone
else badly
• being drunk or angry is no excuse for hurting
someone
• any form of abuse is wrong — physical and
sexual abuse and threats to hurt
another person are against the law, and the
person can be charged by police with
a criminal offence.

In the first place, those working in disability
services, schools or health services should be
familiar with the legislative requirements and any
specific policies and procedures for responding
to abuse that apply within their service or agency.
More broadly, general guidance for responding
to abuse includes:

Positive responses
Responding to suspicions of abuse
• Treat suspicions and concerns seriously —
write down indicators or signs, circumstantial
evidence, suspicious behaviour and other
factors.
• Decide whether to discuss your concerns
with the person at risk — if you do, try to
stay calm and not overreact because it
is important they do not feel that you are
blaming them.
• Whether or not you discuss your concerns
with the victim, there may be actions you can
take to assist them to recognise the abuse —
provide information, build trust and provide
opportunities for disclosure.
• If you cannot establish whether abuse,
neglect and exploitation has occurred, report
your concerns to an appropriate authority for
full investigation.
• Monitor the safety of the victim and others
who may be at risk. This may include
strategies to lower the risk or intervene if
there is an incident.
Note that where the person has complex
communication issues or is a child, specific
communication protocols may need to be
followed. Great care must be taken to ensure
that information is captured accurately and
without misinterpretation.

When abuse is known to have occurred
• Acknowledge and reassure the person and
explain what steps can or will be taken.
• Arrange immediate access to medical
attention, where appropriate.
• Separate victims and perpetrators —
if the perpetrator is another service user
or staff member, the service will need to
develop a course of action to manage
future interactions.
• Assist with reporting the incident to
authorities.
• If requested, contact a family member, friend
or another support person (do not do this
without clear permission from the victim).
• If an adult is unable to make an informed
decision due to impaired capacity, the
substitute decision maker should be
advised (unless that person is the
alleged perpetrator).
Establish the need for legal intervention
• Call the police if a crime has been alleged
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even if the perpetrator is a family member
or another person with a disability.
• A person with a disability who has been
assaulted must be informed of their
legal rights.
Establish reporting requirements
• Discuss with the victim the importance
of reporting the abuse to an appropriate
authority. Depending on the circumstances,
you may offer to help them make the report
or seek permission to report the incident;
or you may be required to report the incident,
in which case it is appropriate to inform
the victim and address any concerns they
may have.
• Reports of abuse, neglect and exploitation
against an adult with a disability can be
made to:
– the National Disability Abuse and
Neglect Hotline: toll-free 1800 880 052;
Telephone typewriter (TTY) 1800 301
130; Telephone Interpreter Service (TIS)
131 450
– Disability Services Queensland:
toll-free 1800 177 120
– community-based disability services
where the abuse has occurred in a
service delivery context
– the Adult Guardian, particularly where
the abuse has occurred within a family
or personal relationship, but also if a
service has breached duty of care or
failed to respond to a report:
telephone 3234 0870.
• Any family-based abuse, neglect or violence
against a child should be reported to the
Department of Child Safety and/or the
Queensland Police Service:
– Department of Child Safety: toll-free
1800 811 810 (business hours); toll-free
1800 177 135 (after hours or weekends)
– Queensland Police Service or in an
emergency call 000
Additional assistance to the victim
• Facilitate access to appropriate mainstream
supports (e.g. legal, medical, sexual assault/
counselling and advocacy).
• If you are not familiar with the role and
function of relevant mainstream or
specialist services, contact a helpline or
advisory service.

• Family members and whistleblowers may
also need support to respond to the abuse —
they may have feelings such as disbelief or
anger, or want to retaliate. Assistance from
professional services such as counselling
may be beneficial.
Assisting a perpetrator who also has
a disability
• Facilitate access to legal support and
advocacy where police have been contacted.
• Facilitate access to appropriate mainstream
and specialist services (e.g. behaviour
intervention teams, anger management,
counselling, and sexuality training).
• If the consumer has a history of abuse,
this must be dealt with in their individual
service plan.
Preventing a recurrence
• Identify other people that may be at risk and
take action to protect their safety.
• Increase the victim’s protective factors such
as self-esteem and knowledge of abuse and
where they can get help.
• Minimise contact between the victim and the
perpetrator, where appropriate.

Negative responses
If you become aware of abuse, neglect and
exploitation, there are a number of things you
should not do:
• do not ignore or tolerate the abuse for fear
of ‘interfering’ or making a mistake
• do not question a disclosure, express doubt
or disbelief, or demand evidence
• do not rationalise the behaviour, particularly
in relation to excessively harsh or restrictive
behaviour management practices
• do not withdraw from the victim or the
situation
• do not accuse the perpetrator or try to
intervene directly as this could cause an
escalation in the abuse or reduced contact
with the victim
• do not undertake an investigation on your
own — this has the potential to contaminate
evidence or increase the risk of harm
• do not place a victim or potential victim at risk
in order to gather evidence or expose
the perpetrator.

Strategies to improve responses
Education and awareness
• Educate and train people with a disability and
their families, carers and support persons.
• Build freedom from abuse training into school
curriculum, parent education and information
programs, living skills training and other
education avenues.
• Disseminate and provide easy access to
practical information to assist the person to
know what to do, who to notify and where to
seek help.
Service development
• Provide induction and ongoing training
for disability support workers and other
professionals.
• Provide clear guidance to staff on decisionmaking and reporting procedures.
• Develop a community profile of first contact
agencies, how they operate and their
achievements in abuse prevention and
response strategies.
• Ensure that people who identify abuse are
not discouraged by overly bureaucratic
procedures, slow responses, multiple
referrals to other agencies, confusing
information or aggressive questioning, and
are protected with regard to anonymity,
repercussions or retaliation.
For further information, please phone the
Disability Information Service or visit the
Disability Services Queensland website.
Freecall: 1800 177 120*
Telephone typewriter (TTY): 1800 010 222
Email: disabilityinfo@disability.qld.gov.au
Website: www.disability.qld.gov.au
*Calls from mobile phones are charged at the applicable rate.

You can also refer to Fact Sheet 3 —
Preventing abuse, neglect and exploitation
and sections 1, 2 and 3 of the tips and
resources booklet.
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Fact sheet 5

Know your obligations

For service
providers, service
managers and
service staff

Who can speak up?
Anyone who witnesses, is notified about, or has reason to complain or make an allegation about
abuse, neglect and exploitation in relation to a person with a disability, or who has identified an issue
or problem in service delivery, can take action either publicly or anonymously.
If you work in a service, make sure you refer to your service’s or organisation’s policy and
procedures on complaints or allegations of abuse, neglect and exploitation.
There are legislative protections in place to protect whistleblowers, and policy and regulations
regarding the handling of incidents and allegations of abuse, including protections for informants.
Anyone who speaks up about abuse, neglect and exploitation must be protected from retribution.
To take an allegation further, it may be appropriate to contact one or more of the following agencies:

Type of issue

Relevant agency

Any abusive action defined
as a criminal activity

• Queensland Police Service and in emergency call 000

Incidents of abuse, neglect
or exploitation

• Your nearest Disability Services Queensland Regional Office
• Disability Services Queensland Complaints and Prevention Unit,
1800 177 120
• National Disability Service Abuse and Neglect Hotline,
1800 880 052; Telephone typewriter (TTY) 1800 301 130;
Translating and Interpreting Service (TIS) 131 450
• Department of Child Safety, 1800 811 810 (business hours)
or 1800 177 135 (after hours)
• Adult Guardian, 1300 653 187
• Public Trustee, 3213 9288
• A Community Visitor, 1300 302 711
• A funded disability advocacy service

Staff misconduct, service
quality, or practice issue
in a particular service

• Your nearest Disability Services Queensland regional office
• Disability Services Queensland Complaints and Prevention Unit,
1800 177 120
• National Disability Service Abuse and Neglect Hotline,
1800 880 052; Telephone typewriter (TTY) 1800 301 130;
Translating and Interpreting Service (TIS) 131 450
• A Community Visitor, 1300 302 711
• A funded disability advocacy service

An issue/complaint remains
unresolved, or responses
received are unsatisfactory

• Adult Guardian, 1300 653 187
• Public Trustee, 3213 9288
• Queensland Ombudsman (for government-funded services),
1800 068 908
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Type of issue

Relevant agency

Misconduct or
maladministration by a
government official or body

• Queensland Crime and Misconduct Commission, 3360 6060

Systemic issues and
improvements across the
disability sector to respond to
and prevent abuse

•
•
•
•
•
•

Public Advocate, 3224 7424
Carers Queensland, 1800 242 636
National Disability Services Queensland, 3357 4188
Queensland Advocacy, 1300 130 582
Queensland Parents for People with a Disability, 1800 805 184
Queenslanders with a Disability Network, 1300 363 783

Key agencies and authorities in the system
A number of agencies and authorities play a part in preventing and responding to abuse,
neglect and exploitation:
Non-government agencies
• Advocacy services for people with a disability
• National Disability Service Abuse and Neglect Hotline, www.disabilityhotline.org
• Carers Queensland, www.carersqld.asn.au
• Queensland Advocacy, www.qai.org.au
• Queensland Parents for People with a Disability, www.qppd.org
• Queenslanders with a Disability Network, www.qdn.org.au
• National Disability Services (formerly ACROD), www.nds.org.au
Independent statutory authorities/commissions
• Office of the Adult Guardian, www.justice.qld.gov.au/guardian/ag
• Community Visitor Program, www.justice.qld.gov.au/guardian/ag/visitor
• Public Trustee, www.pt.qld.gov.au
• Commission for Children and Young People and Child Guardian, www.ccypcg.qld.gov.au
• Public Advocate, www.justice.qld.gov.au/guardian/pa
• The Queensland Ombudsman, www.ombudsman.qld.gov.au
• Queensland Crime and Misconduct Commission, www.cmc.qld.gov.au
Government authorities and departments
• Local Disability Services Queensland offices, www.disability.qld.gov.au/contact_us.html
• Disability Services Queensland Complaints and Prevention Unit, www.disability.qld.gov.au
• Queensland Police, www.police.qld.gov.au

Resources — legislation, regulations, information
The following broadly define and regulate matters related to protection of people with a disability,
the prevention of and response to abuse, and protecting complainants and whistleblowers:
Applicable to all services and carers
• Disability Services Act 2006
• Guardianship and Administration Act 2000
• Commission for Children and Young People and Child Guardian Act 2000
• Anti-Discrimination Act 1991
• Child Protection Act 1999
• Preventing and Responding to Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with a Disability
Resource Kit
• Disability Services Queensland Complaints Management System Policy 2005
• Disability Services Queensland Complaints Management System Procedures 2005
• Disability Services Act 2006: a guide to criminal history screening
• Queensland Disability Service Standards — Partners in Quality
• Disability Sector Quality System — resources and guide
Applicable to services provided by Disability Services Queensland
• Disability Services Queensland Staff Code of Conduct
• Disability Services Queensland Critical Incident Reporting Policy 2006
• Disability Services Queensland Critical Incident Reporting Procedures 2006
• Whistleblower Protection Act 1994
• Ombudsman Act 2001
Applicable to services funded by Disability Services Queensland
• Disability Services Regulation 2006
In addition to the above, other legislation and regulation (for example, the Crime and Misconduct
Act 2001) may apply in some situations. These are generally more specific in technical or legal
application and have not been listed above for that reason.
For further information, please phone the Disability Information Service or visit the Disability
Services Queensland website.
Freecall: 1800 177 120*
Telephone typewriter (TTY): 1800 010 222
Email: disabilityinfo@disability.qld.gov.au
Website: www.disability.qld.gov.au
www.legislation.qld.gov.au
*Calls from mobile phones are charged at the applicable rate.

You can also refer to Fact Sheet 3 — Preventing abuse, neglect and exploitation and
sections 3, 4 and 5 of the tips and resources booklet.

Taking action to prevent abuse of people with a disability

Fact sheet 6

What is abuse?

For consumers,
families and carers

Abuse takes place when one person tries to control and dominate another person. The abuser
may hurt the other person, force them to do something they don’t want to do, threaten them or
make them feel bad.
Abuse can happen in all sorts of places, but happens mainly where people spend a lot of
time such as at home, at work or at services.
Physical abuse happens when one person inflicts pain on
someone by hitting them, pulling their hair, pinching or burning
them with something hot such as a cigarette.

Sexual abuse happens when one person forces another to engage
in sexual activity when they don’t want to. If this involves forced
sexual intercourse, then it is rape. Other forms of sexual assault
include forcing someone to masturbate, removing their clothes or
viewing pornography.

Emotional abuse happens when someone tries to make another
person feel bad. They might ridicule or humiliate them, make
threats, criticise their looks or just treat them without respect.

Unauthorised restraint, containment or seclusion can be
types of abuse that involve taking away a person’s rights, such as
the right to move around or leave the house. It can also include
unauthorised physical or mechanical restraint, where the free
movement of the person is physically or mechanically restricted.
Financial abuse happens when one person takes money or
other belongings without permission. They may steal money or
belongings, or ‘borrow’ but never return them, or force the other
person to pay for things they don’t want.

Chemical abuse is any misuse of medicines, including the
withholding of medication and giving too much medication. It can
also include unauthorised chemical restraint, where medication is
used for the primary purpose of controlling the person’s behaviour.
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Exploitation happens when someone takes advantage of another
person. The person being exploited may have to work harder than
other people, be paid less or be forced to share things in a way that
is not fair.
Legal or civil abuse happens when one person denies someone
access to everyday justice or legal systems. This may involve
taking away a person’s access to informal or formal advocacy
support.

Systemic abuse happens when the structures, processes and
practices within a service contribute to or result in abuse, or allow a
situation to exist where abuse can continue to occur.

What is neglect?
Neglect is the failure to provide the support needed by someone dependent on others.
There are several types of neglect, including:
• physical neglect — someone’s physical wellbeing or safety is put at risk through lack of
essential items and support
• passive neglect — failure by a carer to provide the necessities of life, including food,
clothing, shelter or medical care
• wilful deprivation — denying someone the supports they need in order to stay safe
• emotional neglect — failure to provide the emotional support and stimulation that
a person needs
• crimes of omission — the failure to act upon a legal duty or responsibility.

What is exploitation?
Exploitation occurs when someone takes advantage of a vulnerable person for their
own benefit. This might include using the funds belonging to a person with a disability
to pay for someone else’s shopping.
For further information, please phone the Disability Information Service or visit the
Disability Services Queensland website.
Freecall: 1800 177 120*
Telephone typewriter (TTY): 1800 010 222
Email: disabilityinfo@disability.qld.gov.au
Website: www.disability.qld.gov.au
*Calls from mobile phones are charged at the applicable rate.

You can also refer to Fact Sheet 2 — Recognising abuse, neglect and exploitation and
sections 3, 4 and 5 of the booklet of tips and resources.
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