
NEGLECT
Recognise it



Why is neglect important?
• It remains the most common form of child abuse across the UK 

and it is a factor in 60% of Serious Case Reviews (NSPCC 2015). 
Neglect is the most common cause for a child in Lambeth to be 
subject to a Child Protection plan with 41% of CP plans being  
under the category of neglect (2017/18). 

• It can be difficult to identify as neglect is usually not based on 
a single incident but a cumulative pattern usually requiring the 
collating of seemingly smaller, un-dramatic pieces of factual 
information about neglectful behaviour. Identifying neglect is often 
reliant on ongoing monitoring, recording and sharing of information.

• Practitioners should be mindful of minimizing or downgrading the 
harm that can come from neglect, lowering expectations of what is 
an acceptable level of care, allowing neglect cases to drift or having 
a ‘start again’ attitude. 

• It is often experienced in combination with other forms of abuse. 
Neglected young people are for example more likely to experience 
child sexual exploitation, problematic sexual behaviours by peers  
or are at risk of offending or serious youth violence.

• Disabled children are at a greater risk of neglect given the reliance on 
their parents to meet their care needs or difficulty to communicate.

What is neglect?
“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.”

Neglect may also occur during pregnancy for example as a result of 
maternal substance abuse.

Neglect impacts on the child’s self-esteem and can erode their resilience. 

Neglectful parents can often struggle with complex problems of  
their own which can impact on their parenting capability/capacity.  
Common parental problems are: 

• domestic violence
• parental mental ill-health
• drugs and alcohol (mis)use

Other external factors such as poor housing, homelessness or financial 
problems can also have an impact on the parents’ consideration for the 
children’s needs.



Types of neglect and how to recognise it:

Having one of the indicators above doesn’t necessarily mean that the child 
is being neglected but it should at least act as a signal to professionals to 
explore this further with the parent and child.

Type of neglect Signs and indicators

1. Physical 
neglect

- inadequate clothing (e.g. for the weather conditions)
- appears unkempt or constantly tired due to lack of 

sleep
- poor levels of hygiene/ cleanliness in their living 

conditions
- abandoned or excluded from home

2. Medical 
neglect

- failure to attend health appointments including regular 
dental appointments

- not provided with appropriate medical treatment when 
needed as a result of illness, accident or a condition

3. Nutritional 
neglect

- often hungry at school, steals food
- insufficient amount or nutritious food to meet their 

physical/ developmental needs 
- childhood obesity as a result of an unhealthy diet and 

lack of exercise 

4. Emotional 
neglect

- carer being unresponsive to a child’s basic emotional 
needs (i.e. failing to interact or provide affection)

- failure to develop a child’s self-esteem and sense  
of identity

- emotional neglect compared to emotional abuse  
is about parenting capacity (mental capacity) or lack 
of parenting skills

5. Educational 
neglect

- unstimulated, no appropriate learning experiences 
and/or lack of interest in their achievements

- no regular school attendance
- failure to respond to any special educational needs

6. Lack of 
supervision 
and  
guidance

- carer inattentive to avoidable dangers and risks and 
lack of appropriate supervision

- left with inappropriate caregivers
- failure to provide appropriate boundaries for young 

people about behaviours such as under-age sex  
and drug/alcohol use.



What do children and young people need?

Physical care:
• adequate food: nutritious and healthy

• adequate shelter: being warm and in a clean accommodation,  
not excluded from the home

• adequate clothing: clean, well-fitting clothes adequate for  
the weather

• medical care when needed including regular dental checks

Supervision and emotional care:
• protecting a child from physical and emotional harm or danger

• adequate supervision (including the use of inadequate caregivers)

• boundaries for behaviour, implemented in a non-confrontational  
and caring way

• showing affection and being responsive

Developmental/Educational:
• Attending nursery or school regularly

• Having access to books and toys 

• Having an opportunity to play and develop social skills with peers

• Having support with reading, learning and writing at home

• Providing targeted support if the child has additional needs

• Interest in and support towards young person’s aspirations 

What are the consequences of  
experiencing neglect?

The following could be consequences of neglect but practitioners  
have to bear in mind that it could also be a symptom of a condition.

Babies and Early years:
• Failure to thrive, poor height and weight gain

• Developmental delay, i.e. not able to sit or crawl

• Understimulation, i.e. head banging and rocking

• Language delay



Where can I go for help and advice?
It can be difficult to know when to take action to protect a child from neglect.  
One-off signs may not mean that a child is being neglected. However, 
don’t allow professional reticence to make you hesitate identifying neglect 
and taking action. Concerns have to be reported and recorded so a full 
picture of a child’s life can be built up over time.

• Look out for early signs or vulnerabilities within families and think  
of preventative initiatives such as parenting programmes

• Exercise ‘professional curiosity’ by asking young people questions 
which could reveal signs of neglect 

• Talk to the family about your concerns and offer any additional 
support or services that your agency is able to provide

• Seek advice from your Designated Safeguarding Lead or Manager

• Observe and record negligent behaviour and share with other 
professionals as appropriate

• Ask the family for consent to make a referral to Early Help services

• Emotional, social and behavioural difficulties i.e. tantrums, 
impulsive, demanding

• Persistent minor infections or frequent attendances at A&E.  
Keep in mind that babies under one year are more at risk of  
dying from neglect.

School age and adolescence:
• Poor concentration

• Speech and language delay; learning difficulties

• Emotional, social and behavioural difficulties, i.e. aggressive/
withdrawn, self-harm

• Isolated or struggles to make and keep friendships, being bullied

• Problems with taking turns and negotiation

• Being involved in anti-social behaviour, being outside late at night, 
substance misuse and other risk-taking behaviour

• Early ‘consensual’ sexual activity, teen pregnancy



Call the Integrated Referral Hub of Children’s Social 
Care for advice or to make a referral on 

• 020 7926 3100 (professionals line) or on 
• 020 7926 5555 (out of office hours).

Follow your call up by sending a Multi-Agency Referral 
Form (MARF) to helpandprotection@lambeth.gov.uk 

The form can be accessed on the LSCB website  
lambethscb.org.uk or Lambeth Council website  
lambeth.gov.uk/social-support-and-health

If there is a vulnerable adult living in the household,  
contact Adult Social Care on 020 7926 5555 or 
email adultsocialcare@lambeth.gov.uk

NSPCC helpline 080 800 5000 or email  
help@nspcc.org.uk

If a child is in immediate danger, call 999.


