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Why now? 
The 
national 
context

Longstanding concerns about the poverty-maltreatment 
nexus & disparate rates of system involvement

Brought to the forefront by: 

Newer research showing high and racially-disparate 
cumulative (lifetime) estimates of child protective 
services contact 

Little indication of decline in child welfare contact 
despite lower rates of physical and sexual abuse

Heightened attention given larger social discourse about 
policing, inequality, racism

https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1111%2Fj.1939-0025.1978.tb02565.x
https://books.google.com/books/about/Shattered_Bonds.html?id=5JyssKmNq5cC
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/10.2105/AJPH.2021.306214
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/abs/10.2105/AJPH.2016.303545
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0145213420302969


Poverty and neglect: 
An ascendent narrative

Sources: https://bostonreview.net/articles/the-benevolent-terror-of-the-child-welfare-system/
https://thehill.com/opinion/judiciary/537188-reform-the-child-welfare-system-to-protect-vulnerable-children
https://www.inquirer.com/philly/blogs/public_health/Is-poverty-a-crime.html
https://www.usatoday.com/in-depth/news/investigations/2022/03/24/florida-child-protective-services-children-poor-families/6410021001/
https://www.mlive.com/public-interest/2022/03/michigan-urged-to-address-racial-disparities-in-child-protection-system.html

https://bostonreview.net/articles/the-benevolent-terror-of-the-child-welfare-system/
https://thehill.com/opinion/judiciary/537188-reform-the-child-welfare-system-to-protect-vulnerable-children
https://www.inquirer.com/philly/blogs/public_health/Is-poverty-a-crime.html
https://www.usatoday.com/in-depth/news/investigations/2022/03/24/florida-child-protective-services-children-poor-families/6410021001/
https://www.mlive.com/public-interest/2022/03/michigan-urged-to-address-racial-disparities-in-child-protection-system.html


Why this 
perception 
exists

The definition of neglect: “failure of a parent 
or other person with responsibility for the 
child to provide needed food, clothing, 
shelter, medical care, or supervision to the 
degree that the child's health, safety, and 
well-being are threatened with harm”

The overwhelming majority of parents 
investigated for neglect-related concerns are 
low-income; many are impoverished, 
unemployed, or housing-insecure

https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubpdfs/define.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/nscaw2_intro.pdf


How can we bring clarity, consistency, 
fairness, and transparency to the process 
of assessing and adjudicating neglect? 



4 Questions
for assessing 
and 
adjudicating 
incidents of
child neglect 

(1) What is the harm or threat of harm to the child? 

(2) Was/is that harm a foreseeable consequence of the 
parents’ actions or inactions? (nexus linking parenting to 
harm)

(3) Was/is that harm avoidable, recognizing the 
constraints imposed on the parent by factors such as 
poverty? 
-- Was the parent’s action/inaction reasonable given the 
available alternatives?
-- Is poverty/lack of money a necessary and sufficient 
cause of the harm?

(4) With additional information or referral, does parent 
have the capacity to address threat of harm without 
further oversight?



Foreseeable Harm or Threat or Harm: 
Two basic manifestations of neglect

Unmet material needs 
(AKA physical neglect or failure to 

provide)

• Food, shelter, clothing, hygiene, 
medical care

• Primary factor in <10% of 
investigations

• Foreseeable harms may include: 
physical (growth) and cognitive 
delays, avoidable 
illnesses/infections, malnutrition

Unmet nonmaterial needs 
(AKA “inadequate supervision” or 

environmental neglect)

• Environment/care that is inadequate 
given child’s age/development

• Foreseeable harms may include: 
non-intentional injury, 
developmental delays, abuse by 
others, antisocial behavior, 
psychological harm

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/nscaw2_maltreatment.pdf


Neglect in the 
Context of 
Economic 
Constraints

Beyond intentional versus involuntary:
• “Reckless disregard” as assessed through 

avoidability and reasonableness
• How does poverty (or other conditions) reduce 

the options available to the parent(s)? 
• May lack a ‘good’ option (e.g., for housing or 

childcare)

Faced with the same constraints:
• Did parents have available/accessible ways of 

altering the outcome? 
• Would a reasonable person have made the same 

choices (acts or omissions) as the parent? 
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Thank you for listening!

Contact me: saf252@psu.edu

mailto:saf252@psu.edu

