What is neglect?

A neglected child refers to a child less than 18 years of age whose physical, mental or emotional state has been impaired or is in danger of becoming impaired due to the failure of the child's legal guardian to provide a minimal amount of care in providing the child with sufficient food, clothing, shelter, or education or medical care. Neglect also occurs if the guardian does not provide the child with appropriate care or supervision by allowing the child to be harmed, or to be at risk of harm. This can also include when the guardian misuses drugs or alcohol him/herself.
How can I tell if a child has been neglected? 
Observable Indicators 

· dirty skin

· offensive body odor 

· unwashed, uncombed hair 

· tattered, under or oversized and unclean clothing 

· dressed in clothing that is inappropriate to weather or situation

· frequently left unsupervised or alone for periods of time (Note: This is the most frequent cause of child death and should not be minimized) 
 Indicators of Poor Health 

· drowsiness, easily fatigued 

· puffiness under the eyes

· frequent untreated upper respiratory infections 

· itching, scratching, long existing skin eruptions 

· frequent diarrhea 

· bruises, lacerations or cuts that are infected 

· untreated illnesses 

· physical complaints not responded to by parent 

 Indicators of Malnutrition 

· begging for or stealing food 

· frequently hungry 

· rummaging through garbage pails for food 

· gorging self, eating in large gulps

· hoarding food 

· obesity

· overeating junk foods 

 Indicators in Infants and Toddlers 

· listlessness 

· poor responsiveness 

· does not often smile, cry, laugh, play, relate to others

· lacks interest, curiosity 

· rocks, bangs head, sucks hair, thumb, finger, 

· tears at body

· is overly self-stimulating, self-comforting 

· does not turn to parent for help or comfort 

· hospitalization for failure to thrive - regresses upon return to home 

· unduly over or under active for no apparent purpose 

 Indicators in Children 

· cries easily when hurt even slightly 

· comes to school without breakfast 

· has no lunch or lunch money

· needs dental care, glasses 

· falls asleep in class 

· often seems in a fog or dream world 

· comes to school early, does not want to go home 

· sees self as failure 

· troublesome at school

· does no homework, refuses to try

· destroys completed written work

· destroys books, assignments and learning aids or toys 

· is withdrawn, overactive, underactive and/or lethargic (depressed) 

· is cruel to classmates 

· lies, steals from classmates, school

· breaks objects or damages school property 

· frequently absent or late for school 

 Indicators with Parents and Family 

· promises but does not follow up on recommendations

· fails to keep appointments and/or refuses help from school or other resources 

· abuses alcohol or other drugs

· lifestyle of relative isolation from relatives, friends 

· history of abuse or neglect as a child 

· disorganized, chaotic home life 

· history of chronic illness 

· gives impression of resignation and feeling that nothing makes much difference anyway

· failure to provide supervision of children (This is the most frequent cause of child death and should not be minimized) 

NOTE Again, any one of these indicators could be attributable to a specific life event or other trauma. A pattern of behavior is the strongest indicator of abuse and should not be ignored. 
How often does child neglect occur?

Child neglect is the most frequent form of child abuse. Neglect is a pattern of failing to provide for a child's basic needs, endangering a child’s physical and psychological well-being.

Unfortunately, neglect frequently goes unreported and, historically, has not been acknowledged or publicized as much as child abuse. Even professionals often have given less attention to child neglect than to abuse.  While neglect may not leave visible scars, it’s effects are still very harmful  In fact, some studies have shown that neglect may be more detrimental to children's early brain development than physical or sexual abuse.

Why does child neglect happen?

 Child neglect is not always deliberate. Sometimes, a caregiver becomes physically or mentally unable to care for a child, such as in untreated depression or anxiety. Other times, alcohol or drug abuse may seriously impair judgment and the ability to keep a child safe. Domestic violence can also contribute to neglect. The end result, however, is a child who is not getting their physical and/or emotional needs met. 

How can I tell if a child is being neglected?

· Physical signs. A child may consistently be dressed inappropriately for the weather, or have ill-fitting, dirty clothes and shoes. They might appear to have consistently bad hygiene, like appearing very dirty, matted and unwashed hair, or noticeable body odor. Another warning sign is untreated illnesses and physical injuries. 

· Behavioral signs. Does the child seem to be unsupervised? Schoolchildren may be frequently late or tardy. The child might show troublesome, disruptive behavior or be withdrawn and passive.

· Caregiver signs. Does the caregiver have problems with drugs or alcohol? While most of us have a little clutter in the home, is the caregiver’s home filthy and unsanitary? Is there adequate food in the house? A caregiver might also show reckless disregard for the child’s safety, letting older children play unsupervised or leaving a baby unattended. A caregiver might refuse or delay necessary health care for the child. 

 What is the continuum of neglect?
· Mild neglect usually does not warrant a report to CPS, but might necessitate a community-based intervention (e.g., a parent failing to put the child in a car safety seat).

· Moderate neglect occurs when less intrusive measures, such as community interventions, have failed or some moderate harm to the child has occurred (e.g., a child consistently is inappropriately dressed for the weather, such as being in shorts and sandals in the middle of winter). For moderate neglect, CPS may be involved in partnership with community support.

· Severe neglect occurs when severe or long-term harm has been done to the child (e.g., a child with asthma who has not received appropriate medications over a long period of time and is frequently admitted to the hospital). In these cases, CPS should be and is usually involved, as is the legal system.
· To determine neglect it is helpful to look at this continuum to assess the strengths and weaknesses of families and allows for the possibility of providing preventive services before neglect actually occurs or becomes severe. The seriousness of the neglect is determined not only by how much harm or risk of harm there is to the child, but also by how chronic the neglect is. Some situations only need to occur once in order to be considered neglect, such as leaving an infant unattended in a bathtub. Because some behaviors are considered neglect only if they occur on a frequent basis, it is important to look at the history of behavior rather than focusing on one particular incident.

What are some types of neglect?
· Physical neglect: Abandonment; expulsion of a child from home; clothing neglect; nutritional neglect; leaving a child in the custody of others for too long; reckless disregard for safety (e.g. driving while intoxicated; leaving a child alone in car)

· Medical neglect: denial of health care; delay of health care

· Inadequate supervision: lack of supervision; exposure to hazards; inappropriate caregivers

· Environmental neglect: lack of environmental or neighborhood safety
· Emotional neglect: inadequate nurturing or affection; exposure to domestic abuse; permitted drug and/or alcohol abuse; isolation
· Educational neglect: permitted, chronic truancy; failure to enroll in school; inattention to special education needs
· Newborns addicted or exposed to drugs
	States' definitions of neglect are usually located in mandatory child maltreatment reporting statutes (civil laws), criminal statutes, or juvenile court jurisdiction statutes. For more information about reporting laws, visit the State Laws on Reporting and Responding to Child Abuse and Neglect section of the Child Welfare Information Gateway Web site at http://www.childwelfare.gov/systemwide/laws_policies/state/index.cfm?event=stateStatutes.showSearchForm.


http://www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/usermanuals/neglect/chaptertwo.cfm
