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Common Core 2  Child and young person development (knowledge: understand how babies, 
children and young people develop). Know that development includes emotional, physical, 
intellectual, social, moral and character growth, and know that they can all affect one another.

Common Core 3  Safeguarding and promoting the welfare of the child (skills: personal skills). 
Understand the different forms and extent of abuse and their impact on children’s development.

Groups 1-8 (Working Together 2010) 45 minutes

To recognise signs and symptoms of children and young people who are, or may 
be, neglected.

Childhood Neglect: Improving Outcomes for Children
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Explain that this presentation focuses on the child or young person and 
their developmental needs. Issues in relation to parents, social factors 
and organisational requirements will be covered in other presentations 
and exercises. Remind participants to keep focused on the needs of 
children and the various ways in which they are expressed and the ways 
in which unmet needs may be expressed.

Learning outcome discussed.
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6

Before beginning to explore the details of official definitions of neglect 
it is important to provide an initial introduction in everyday language 
about the concept of neglect.

This slide is here to remind participants of children’s essential health 
and developmental needs as set out in the Assessment Framework 
(Department of Health, Department for Education and Employment, and 
Home Office 2000). Whilst there may be a range of assessment tools in 
use that are specific to neglect, effective practice with neglect can be 
guided and supported by the Assessment Framework. The dimensions 
of parenting capacity and family and environmental factors should be 
borne in mind when considering neglect, and will be covered in more 
detail in other presentations.
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The presentation returns to some of the effects of neglect, however, it is 
helpful to headline some of the effects of neglect that are consistently 
highlighted in research. While awareness of the impact of neglect has 
increased over recent years, there may still be views that neglect is not as 
serious as sexual or physical abuse, for example. 

Therefore, it is important to remind participants of the extent to which 
neglect can be coupled with other forms of abuse, but also of the serious 
short and long term impact that neglect alone has on children’s health 
and development.

Children whose developmental needs are being neglected are often 
defined as ‘children in need’ requiring family support from children’s 
social care services. Clearly such children and their families may well 
benefit from such support. However, it is unhelpful if an assumption is 
made that there is no basis for such an in-depth assessment of whether 
the child is suffering, or likely to suffer, significant harm.  

Discussion point:  Perhaps useful at this point to have a discussion with 
course participants about their experiences of identifying when a child 
is suffering harm through neglect from unmet needs, but may not meet 
the significant harm threshold.  Experienced staff will have identified 
ways to make the distinction but the research indicates that there is no 
single fail-safe system to be clear that a child who has unmet needs is 
being neglected. 

The description of neglect set out in Working Together makes it very 
clear that action can and should be taken to safeguard and promote the 
welfare of the child in circumstances where the evidence suggests that 
serious impairment to the child’s health and development is likely. This is 
important to highlight and reminds participants that the aim should be 
to prevent impairment rather than only acting after it has occurred. 

Neglect is often characterised as acts of ‘omission’ rather than 
‘commission’, but the distinction is not always that clear cut because 
neglect and abuse often coexist and acts such as leaving the child in the 
care of someone unable to look after them properly can be seen both as 
commission and omission. 
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Neglect is an umbrella term and covers many different aspects of 
omission of care.  When undertaking an assessment and planning 
intervention, practitioners may find it helpful to consider whether the 
all the child’s developmental needs are being neglected or whether it is 
confined to specific dimensions. Horwath’s (2007) set of sub-categories 
of neglect gives helpful pointers.

There are child factors that are likely to be associated with an elevated 
increase in the likelihood of neglect - this does not mean children are 
responsible for their own neglect. Instead some children are statistically 
more likely to be neglected because of certain intrinsic features.

There tends to be a focus on neglect of babies and young children 
because they are acutely vulnerable to the impact of neglect. However, 
there is an increasing evidence-base about the effect of neglect on 
teenagers. This can be when the accumulation of the effects of years of 
neglect becomes very apparent; but it is important also to be alert to 
the onset of neglect in teenage years, perhaps because of changes in a 
family’s circumstances. 

Stein and colleagues have produced material on this theme; the briefing 
on the study undertaken as part of the Safeguarding Children Research 
Initiative is available in the background reading (Hicks and Stein 2010).

Skuse’s model (1994) is a useful contribution to help practitioners order 
their thoughts on neglect and group them in a structured way when 
undertaking assessments.
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This slide highlights just some of the physiological and medical impacts 
of neglect. More in-depth information about the effects on health is 
discussed in presentation 4: Children’s health, including mental health.

The negative effects of neglect on children’s cognitive development 
and associated capacity to benefit from formal schooling are discussed. 
Sometimes the focus of practitioners, perhaps especially in children’s 
social care, is more on social and emotional development, but the 
research evidence about the longer term effects of neglect on children’s 
cognitive development is stark and makes it imperative that the 
‘Education’ dimension is considered in its widest sense and from as early 
an age as possible. 

More information about what can be provided to support education and 
learning is covered in presentation 20: The role of the school.

Recently there has been an increase in the research evidence available 
about the potential effects of neglect upon brain development. Both 
physical and emotional neglect can affect brain development in the 
early years.

This slide notes some of the short and long term possible effects of 
neglect. Children typically learn to regulate their emotions with the 
support of caring and sensitive (attuned) adult attention. The experience 
of insecure attachment relationships is therefore likely to impact 
upon the child’s capacity to regulate their own emotions and can be 
associated with longer term problems with emotional development.

The slide focuses on the impact of insecure attachments. The concept of 
‘internal working model’ refers to Bowlby’s (1979) theory that individual’s 
develop an inner ‘template’ about relationships based upon their early 
attachment experiences. 

These internal working models can then have an impact on the 
quality of relationships with peers and other adults. These templates 
for relationships can be modified with the benefit of more healthy 
interactions.
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There are wider social costs of neglect and it might be useful to bring 
the recent work on cost effectiveness (See ‘Backing the Future’ by New 
Economics Foundation and Action for Children, 2009) to the attention 
of participants. 

There is some discussion that if investment is made in intensive and 
earlier interventions to support families that are struggling, the costs for 
society in the long-term will be reduced in both human and financial 
terms. 

The Allen report (2011) also highlights the costs to society of not 
providing appropriate support during early years and early in the 
development of problems with parenting. The Munro review (2011) and 
the Tickell report (2011) reinforce these messages.

The trainer should stress that neglect is not in some way a less serious 
form of maltreatment. Neglect is not usually intentional, but because 
parents are often affected by a mix of personal factors, the experience of 
poverty and limited life opportunities, the effects of neglect on children 
are in danger of being under-played. 

Notes
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