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Zero Tolerance Framework
NDS developed the Zero Tolerance 

Framework to address abuse, neglect 

and violence towards all people with 

disability

https://www.nds.org.au/resources/zero-tolerance



Why is there a focus on the safety of children with 

disability?

• All children have the right to feel and be safe

• Growing evidence that children with disability 

experience an increased risk of abuse 

across all services and locations

• Children with disability need all their workers 

to know how to keep them safe and 

protected from any abuse



Why is there a focus on the safety of children 

with disability – because it is needed

Children with disability are:

• More than 3 times higher risk of 

physical violence

• More than 4 times higher risk for 

emotional abuse and neglect

• Nearly 3 times more likely to 

experience sexual abuse

• More likely to have experienced 

repeated incidents of sexual abuse 

by the time they are 18

We all have a moral, ethical and 

legal responsibility to actively 

address this



What is happening nationally to keep children with 

disability safe?
National initiatives include:

• The National Framework, Creating Safe Environments for 

Children (2016)

• The National Child Protection Framework (2009-2020)

• Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child 

Sexual Abuse (2017)

• Draft National Statement of Principles Child Safe 

Organisations (2017-18)

• Signatory to UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 

UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities



New Victorian legislation & statutory bodies to 

keep children with disability safe

• The Child Wellbeing and Safety 

Amendment (Child Safety Standards) Act 

2015

• The Reportable Conduct Scheme 2017

• The Commission for Children and Young 

People



The Victorian Child Safe Standards

1. Embedding a culture of child safety through effective leadership

2. Having a Child Safe Policy or Statement of Commitment to Child Safety

3. Having a clear Code of Conduct that establishes appropriate behaviour 

with children

4. Screening, supervision, training and other human resource practices 

that reduce the risk of child abuse by new and existing personnel 

5. Clear processes for responding to and reporting suspected child abuse

6. Identifying and reduce or remove risks of child abuse

7. Strategies to promote the participation and empowerment of children



The Victorian Child Safe Standards
• To ensure safety and protecting children from 

harm and abuse is embedded in the everyday 

thinking and practice 

• Compulsory for all organisations providing 

services to children 

• Acknowledges additional needs of:  

o Children with disabilities 

o Aboriginal children

o Children from culturally and linguistically 

diverse backgrounds 



• Promote the rights and safety of 

children

• Actively protect children from abuse

• Establish clear processes for staff 

Organisations working with children with 

disability are now required to:



Organisations must develop a culture which:

• Encourages children to “have a say” 

• Listens and responds to children

• Promotes and advocates children’s rights 

and safety

• Embed child safe culture; are we keeping 

children with disability safe in every action 

we take?

What do the Standards mean in a practical 

way for organisations?



• It is very distressing

• Children being at risk challenges core 

values and long established practices of 

our organisations

• Organisations have not been as safe as 

they need to be

• Making changes can feel hard 

• But is a valuable opportunity to create 

safe places for children

Thinking about children with disability being at 

risk can be confronting and challenging:



The Standards; let’s ask ourselves:

• What does each Standard mean for our organisation?

• What does it mean for the children & young people that 

attend our organisation?

• What can we do to ensure our work is informed by these 

standards – what needs to change? 

• How can we involve children & young people in making our 

organisations safe?

• How can we tell it is working and making a difference for 

children?



Boards and senior management need to:

• Understand that safety and cultural change requires deliberate 

steps 

• Demonstrate an active commitment to child safe culture

• Champion child safety across all organisational levels

• Clarify what is unacceptable behaviour

• Encourage disclosure, take action and support those who disclose

• Foster participation and the voice of your people in the organisation

Standard One: Embedding a culture of child 

safety through effective leadership



Standard One
What can be done to achieve a Child Safe culture?

• Establish Board Standing Committee on Child Safety 

• Establish Child Safety Standing Committee

• Appoint a Child Safety champion to report on achievements and raise 

concerns

• Include Child Safety as a standing item in committees

• Allocate funding to implementation of child safety

• Actively facilitate and listen to the voice of children and young people, and 

request their input in decision making at individual and organisational 

levels

• Demonstrate organisational openness to make everyone feel welcome, 

heard and treated with respect. 



Standard Two: Making a commitment to child 

safety with a policy or statement

Statement of commitment to 

child safety publicly 

displayed and in a child 

friendly format 



Standard Three: Having a Code of Conduct that 

establishes appropriate behaviour with children 

• A Code of Conduct outlines expected behaviour required by all 

staff and can include privacy issues, complaints procedures and 

reporting guidelines

• Individual signed copies are stored in personnel files

• Children, young people and families are consulted in development 

of the Code

• The Code is publicly available in an accessible format and 
discussed with children and young people



Standard Four: Screening, supervision, 

training and other human resource practices

Staff selection

• Job adverts to note organisation’s commitment to the rights and safety 

of children and young people. 

• Comprehensive assessment of a person’s suitability to work with 

children with disability with screening checks

• Include specific scenarios to identify attitudes, values, preferred styles

• If possible, observe the potential employee with children

• Seek feedback from children, young people and families about new staff

Reducing the risk of child abuse by new and existing personnel



• How to promote children’s safety

• Different forms of abuse – emotional, 

physical, sexual, financial and neglect

• Risk factors for children with disability

• How to recognise signs of abuse, 

neglect and violence

Standard Four
Training and professional development

• How to talk about abuse with children

• A focus on trauma, developmental 

stages and resilience

• How to support children and parents, 

and workers

Training on child safety needs to be provided to all staff and volunteers 

including the Board, management and casual staff, and address:



Standard Four
Supervision

• Quality supervision is critical to 

developing a Child Safe culture

• It encourages staff to reflect on practice 

and consider potential risks to children 

and young people

• Regular supervision allows the 

organisation to monitor and address 

staff performance, raise issues and 

provide professional support



Standard five: Clear processes for responding 

to and reporting suspected child abuse

Organisations need clear procedures for 

all staff and volunteers to follow if:

• There are concerns about a child’s 

safety or a child or family has a 

concern or complaint

• A child discloses abuse – who to report 

to, next steps 

• Reportable Conduct Scheme 

requirements



Standard five
Keep in mind

• Children can show us in many ways when 

something is wrong and they have felt unsafe, or 

experienced harm or abuse

• Trust your instinct and take the situation seriously

• Let them know they did the right thing by telling 

you

• Take the required actions to protect the child or 

young person

• Make sure all involved receive support and 

debriefing



Standard six: Identifying child abuse risks for 

children with disability and ways to reduce them
“It takes many components to build a Child Safe organisation” 

• Organisations need to undertake a risk analysis - what is our climate, culture and 

norms?

• Is this a safe place for everyone to raise concerns?

• Do we listen to children’s views?

• Are there physical care activities with minimal level of observation and 

supervision?

• Are there risk factors in the physical environment? 

• Are there risk factors in the staffing model?

Self-assessment guidelines are available



Standard six
Risk factors in organisational culture

Environmental risk factors include:

 Organisations with a ‘closed’ environment

 Lack of active empowerment of children and young people  

 Where there is a strong power differential between staff 

and children

 Strong loyalty between staff which may deter reporting

 Lack of protection for whistle blowers



Standard six
Identifying child abuse risks for children with disability and ways to reduce them

Risk factors for children with disability 

include:

 The severity of disability – children 

with multiple disabilities and particular 

combinations of disabilities e.g. 

physical and intellectual disability

 Children requiring intimate personal 

care

 Communication needs - children who 

cannot communicate verbally or have 

other sensory challenges

 Risk of ‘child to child’ abuse

 Children and parents who may be 

reluctant to complain

 Limited access to developmentally 

appropriate sexual and relationship 

information

 Increased likelihood of social isolation



Children with a disability are at risk of abuse due to some myths and assumptions. 

But we know that:

• Children with disabilities can have the same (physical, emotional, sexual) feelings, 

responses and development as other children, go through the same stages and 

can have the same reactions

• Talking about bodies, sexuality, relationships can be helpful to all children and 

young people

• Talking about ways to keep safe is important – just use different methods matched 

to their needs.

Standard six
Identifying child abuse risks for children with disability and ways to reduce 

them



Standard six
Identifying child abuse risks for children with disability and ways to reduce them

• Grooming is the criminal activity of becoming 

friends with a child in order to persuade them 

to enter into a sexual relationship. 

• Can also involve grooming adults so that 

they become “desensitised to perceive 

potentially risky behaviour as harmless”

• Important to learn the signs and to feel 

empowered to act on your concerns



Standard seven: Empowering children to share their 

feedback and experiences about feeling safe 

“Creating awareness among children is one of the best ways to protect them”

• A Child Safe organisation actively elicits, welcomes and embraces the 

voice and involvement of children and young people

• Children are informed of their rights and provided with support to express 

their thoughts, feedback, complaints and concerns

• Support children and young people in ways that match their strengths and 

abilities



A final thought

• Talking about feeling safe to children with 

disability is an important conversation 

and is supported by having many other 

conversations that need to happen as 

stepping stones.

• Don’t start with the hard topics – create 

an environment where you talk on a 

regular basis about everyday topics; their 

interests, friends, family; what they do & 

don’t like; and then act on their advice

• It’s worth it.



ANY QUESTIONS?



THANK YOU
03 8341 4300

ndsvic@nds.org.au

@ndsvic

National Disability Services Limited (NDS) believes that the information contained in this 
publication is correct at the time of publishing. However, NDS reserves the right to vary any of 
this publication without further notice. The information provided in this publication should not be 
relied on instead of other legal, medical, financial or professional advice.

NDS has developed these slides to assist 
disability service providers create Child Safe 
organisations. The slides and a range of 
other useful resources – developed by NDS 
and other bodies - will shortly be available 
on the NDS website
https://www.nds.org.au/resources/child-
safe-standards .

https://www.nds.org.au/resources/child-safe-standards

