
 

 

 

 

The Hull Safeguarding Children Board’s ‘Diversity; of Faith Culture and 
Community’ Workstream have produced this information sheet with 

information about: 
 

   Child abuse linked to faith or belief 
 

The beliefs which are the focus of this information sheet are not confined to 
one faith, nationality or ethnic community. Examples have been recorded 
worldwide among Europeans, Africans, Asians and elsewhere as well as in 
Christian, Muslim, Hindu and pagan faiths among others. Not all those who 
believe in witchcraft or spirit possession harm children. However, under-
reporting of abuse is likely.  
 
Terms you may hear might be: Kindoki, ndoki, Juju, sorcerers, the spirit world, 
the evil eye, djinns, black magic, voodoo, obeah, Aje, Abazimu, demons. 
 
Once a child has been branded as being possessed or a witch, a catalogue of 
abusive actions can follow in response to what people believe is a way of 
countering evil.  The ‘rituals’ used to neutralise the ‘witch’ or rid the victim of 
the ‘demon’ are commonly known as ‘deliverance’, ‘exorcism’ or less 
commonly ‘healing’ or ‘praying for children’. 
 
This can involve: 
 

 Physical abuse – Beating with heavy implements, stamping on 
stomachs, kicking, punching (to beat the devil out), burning or scalding 
(Burning the evil out), cutting or stabbing (Create a way out for the 
evil), starving in the form of fasting (weaken the evil spirit), 
Strangulation (Squeeze the life out of the evil). 

 

 Emotional abuse – Verbal abuse, curses, knowledge by the child that 
they are hated by all because they are a witch.  The self torture that 
can accompany the belief that they are a witch and responsible for 
wicked acts can be very damaging. 

 

 Neglect – The child can be isolated and ostracised from other 
members of the family and friends ‘stopping the evil spreading to 
others’. They are not cared for and denied any form of attention 
including medical attention.  Sometimes children miss education or are 
not able to concentrate at school because of the abuse at home. 

 

 Sexual abuse – The isolation can make victims more vulnerable to 
additional sexual abuse at the hands of opportunists, since no one 
cares what will happen to them. 

 

 



Abuse linked to a belief in spirit possession can be hard for professionals to 
accept and it may be difficult to understand what children are likely to be 
experiencing; it can often take a number of visits or contacts to recognise 
such abuse.  
 

In cases of suspected abuse linked to a belief in spirit possession 
it may be particularly useful to consider the following: 
 

 How do I build a relationship of trust with the child? Children and 
young people will usually stick to their account and not speak until they 
feel comfortable. It will be important to spend time with the child alone 
and build a relationship of trust. It is important to ascertain the child’s 
wishes and feelings and understand the environment in which the child 
lives. 

 

 What are the beliefs of the family? Beliefs in spirits and possession 
are widespread. The key feature in cases of abuse is not the beliefs of 
a family, but that the perpetrator of abuse uses these beliefs as a 
justification for abuse of a child. 

 

 You should seek advice if you are dealing with a culture or set of 
beliefs that you do not understand, or which are unfamiliar to you. 
Practitioners need to have an understanding of religious beliefs and 
cultural practices in order to help gain the trust of the family or 
community. 

 
For advice and guidance 
 
AFRUCA (African’s Unite Against Child Abuse) work with faith organisations 
to safeguard African Children in the Yorkshire area. They are a useful source 
of expertise and guidance and have a range of literature available on request. 
0161 953 4711 http://www.afruca.org/ 
 
CCPAS (The Churches’ Child Protection Advisory Service) is an independent 
Christian safeguarding charity which provides a 24 hour advice line 0845 120 
4550 http://www.ccpas.co.uk/ 
 
If you think that a child or children are at risk of harm please liaise with  
 
Children’s Social Care Central Duty Team – 01482 448879 
 
Or out of hours the Immediate Help Team on - 01482 300304 
 
National guidance is also available ‘Child abuse linked to faith or belief’ 
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130401151715/https://www.educ
ation.gov.uk/publications/standard/publicationdetail/page1/DFES-00465-2007 
 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/
175437/Action_Plan_-_Abuse_linked_to_Faith_or_Belief.pdf 
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