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Description and Indicators of Neglect                                                    

Definition of Neglect 

Neglect is the persistent failure to meet a child’s basic physical and/or psychological needs, likely to result in the 

serious impairment of the child’s health or development.  It may involve a parent or carer failing to provide adequate 

food, shelter and clothing, to protect a child from physical harm of danger, or to ensure access to appropriate medical 

care or treatment. It may also include neglect of, or failure to respond to a child’s basic emotional needs 

(https://www.gov.scot/publications/review-child-neglect-scotland/pages/6/)  

Neglect is a form of child abuse that can have serious and long-lasting impacts on a child’s life.  It can cause serious 

harm and even death. 

 

 

Who is at risk of neglect? 

Any child can suffer neglect but some children and young people are more at risk than others.  These include children 

who are born prematurely, have a disability, have complex health needs, looked after children at home and children 

who are seeking asylum.  

Research indicates that children with disabilities are more likely to be maltreated than their peers and neglect is the 

most common form of maltreatment they experience.  A study by Suulivan and Krunston concluded that children with 

communication difficulties and behavioural disorders are between 5 or 6 times more likely to experience 

maltreatment than children without a disability. 

The relationship between poverty and neglect is complicated.  It is important to separate material impoverishment 

and emotional impoverishment. It may be difficult to distinguish between neglect and material poverty. However, 

care should be taken to balance recognition of the constraints of the parent or carer’s ability to mee their child’s needs 

for food, clothing and shelter and appreciation of how people in similar circumstances can meet those needs.  

 

 

Categories of Neglect 

Neglect can be a lot of different things which can make it hard to recognise.  There are 4 broad categories of neglect: 

- Physical - A child’s basic needs, such as food, clothing or shelter, are not met or they aren’t properly supervised 

or kept safe 

- Educational - A parent doesn’t ensure their child receives an education 

- Emotional - A child doesn’t get the nurture or stimulation they need.  This could be through ignoring, humiliating, 

intimidating, or/and isolating them 

- Medical - A child isn’t given proper health care.  This includes dental care and refusing or ignoring medical 

recommendations 

 

 

Impact of Neglect 

Children can experience neglect at any age, from birth to adolescence.  Neglect can cause a range of short-term and 
long-terms effects which may vary depending on the age of the child affected.  Examples include: 

• Brain development 
If a baby is malnourished neural cells can become weak or damaged and this can cause lowered brain function.  If 
a child has little interaction with their caregiver, it can change how emotion and verbal pathways develop and 
impact their ability to learn. 
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• Physical development 
Parents and carers need to help young children to develop gross motor skills.  If they are being neglected, or if 
parents don’t know how to stimulate their child, this process may not happen effectively and the child’s 
development may be delayed (Howath, 2013) 

 

• Physical Health 
If a child is not given enough food, they will immediately experience hunger and discomfort and may have trouble 
concentrating. Longer-term malnourishment will also affect their physical health and development. Having an 
unhealthy diet can also lead to obesity-related health problems. Not receiving appropriate medical care can result 
in poor health, dental decay and in some circumstances, death. 

 

• Mental Health 
Children who experience neglect are more likely to experience mental health problems, including depression, 
post-traumatic stress disorder, dissociative disorders, memory impairments, panic disorder, ADHD (Child Welfare 
Information Gateway, 2009) 

 

• Relationships and attachment 
Children who don’t get the love and care they need may develop problems with attachment – they may struggle 
to form a strong relationship or bond with their caregiver. This can lead to a child becoming isolated and affect 
their ability to maintain healthy relationships with others later in life (including their own children). 

 

• Risk-taking behaviour 
Young people who have experienced neglect may take more risks, such as: 

- running away from home 
- breaking the law 
- abusing drugs or alcohol 
- becoming involved in unhealthy and/or abusive relationships. 

 
• Safety 

If children and young people aren’t being supervised appropriately by their parents and carers, they may have 
accidents which can cause injury, illness, disfigurement, disability or even death. 
 
 

Indicators of neglect 
The list of vulnerability and risk indicators is not exhaustive, nor should one or more indicators be taken individually 
as definitive confirmation of neglect.  Practitioners should use this to inform wider assessment of wellbeing by 
gathering relevant and proportionate information to help them consider all the risks and vulnerabilities. Practitioners 
must consider that neglect may indicate that other forms of abuse are present due to the complex nature of neglect.  
It is important to recognise that the more indicators that are present, the more likely the case is symptomatic of 
persistent neglect.  These indicators should be considered in the wider context of family circumstances, age and stage 
of development.  
 

SAFE 

• Child under the age of 12 left unsupervised in the home for a considerable period of time. 

• Child left unsupervised in the community or found alone any distance from their home (this will depend on the 

age AND capacity of the child) 

• Child not receiving adequate supervision to walk to and from school, and / or being allowed to cross busy roads 

without adult supervision (remember, this will depend on the age AND capacity of the child) 

• Child frequently left to cook for themselves, with access to potentially dangerous items such as knives. 

• Frequent accidents in the home or community / lack of parental guidance. 

• Dangerous substances / objects inappropriately stored or left within reach of a child. 

• Child having access to unsafe material on the television or online / lack of adult supervision. 

• Unhygienic home conditions (please refer to home conditions assessment tool for specific examples) 

• Child locked in / out of the home 
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• Locks on door within the home to keep the chid in or out of rooms 

• Hazardous objects in the garden (for example broken glass, needles, empty bottles) 

• Lack of safety equipment e.g., stairgates 

ACHIEVING 

• Parent / Carer not ensuring child attends school (without a reasonable excuse) 

• Failure to ensure that homework is completed 

• Decline in academic achievement / disengagement from learning 

• Parent / Care unable to support child to attend school (for example due to working hours) 

• Child regularly withdrawn from school / nursery 

• Parent / Carer does frequently fail to respond to correspondence from school 

• Parent / Carer fails to attend school meetings 

• Parent / Carer disinterested in child’s achievements 

ACTIVE  

• Lack of access to age-appropriate sport and leisure activities 

• Lack of age-appropriate stimulation 

• Lack of opportunities to engage in active play with peers 

INCLUDED 

• Lack of opportunities for child to form friendships and develop sense of belonging in the community 

• Lack of appropriate clothing / presentation causing child to be bullied 

• Home conditions prevent child peer socialisation within the home 

• Difficulties managing peer relationships 

• Lack of ability to regulate emotional and behavioural responses 

• Missing for long periods of time before parent / carer reports concerns 

HEALTHY 

• Lack of appropriate food provision / child attending school or nursery hungry 

• Inappropriate diet, such as excessive sugar, sweets, crisps and carbonated drinks 

• Failure to meet special dietary needs such as if child has a medical condition such as diabetes 

• Dental decay / tooth extractions (especially of baby teeth) 

• Child not routinely attending Dentist 

• Change in appearance - weight loss / weight gain  

• Child not getting enough sleep / frequently tired 

• Lack of appropriate clothing  

• Clothes unwashed / dirty 

• Child presenting as unkempt / unwashed 

• Repeated untreated head lice infections 

• Failure to report medical issues 

• Failure to respond to medical advice 

• Failure to attend medical appointments 

• Unhygienic home conditions (please refer to home conditions assessment tool for specific examples) 

• Home consistently cold  
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• Frequent school / nursery absences due to ill health 

NURTURED 

• History of abuse and trauma 

• Feeding baby without being held / lack of eye contact 

• Unhygienic home conditions (please refer to home conditions assessment tool for specific examples) 

• Inadequate heating 

• Child appears hungry 

• Failure to provide with adequate lunch / lunch money 

• Lack of bedding 

• Child not provided with appropriate clothing 

• Parent / Carer does not respond to child’s behaviour sensitively and consistently 

• Parent / Carer does not respond to child presenting distressed behaviour  

• Poor eye contact between parent / carer and child 

• Child doesn’t notice / react when parent / carer leaves the room (depending on ae of child) 

• Child appears withdrawn, clingy or anxious 

• Parent / Carer does not show child physical affection 

• Parent / Carer does not respond to child’s attempts to seek out physical affection 

• Failure to interact with the child appropriately, according to age ad stage of development 

• Child shows indiscriminate affection towards strangers / unfamiliar adults 

• Child witness to violence between parents / carers 

• Parent / Carer threatens to leave child  

• Child aware of inappropriate adult information / inappropriate discussion with or in front of the child 

RESPECTED & RESPONSIBLE 

• Parent / Carer’s bedroom in much better condition that the child’s bedroom 

• Failure to provide toothpaste, soap, toilet roll 

• Lack of appropriate clothing 

• Child’s clothes are smelly / dirty 

• Failure to provide appropriate guidance / boundaries 

• Parent / Carer expects child to look after themselves beyond their capacity 

• Inappropriate use of the Internet and / or forming relations with adults via the Internet 
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