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Longer term system contacts—particularly in the context of children coming 
to the attention of child welfare-have sometimes raised concerns. 
Underfunded systems are blamed for too much….

On the other hand, not measuring these things is problematic for thinking 
through better forms of policy and programming, either within or outside 
child welfare.

I would argue that measuring contacts (like the latest child well-being 
indicators required in the Child and Family Services Reviews)  are minimally 
necessary- not to hold one system accountable- BUT to call attention to 
opportunities to improve a system of care that can help children and their 
families have the positive outcomes they deserve.

I also think it is key to differentiate contact with services…a talk for another 
day.

• Barth, R. P., & Jonson-Reid, M. (2000). Outcomes after child welfare services: Implications for the design of performance measures. Children and Youth Services Review, 22(9-10), 763-787.

First….does looking at later system outcomes mean my system is 
responsible?
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Why are system outcomes important?
• Proxies for poor developmental outcomes often 

with long term consequences for the individual
• Readily visible and can be tracked  as secondary 

prevention goals and/or child well-being 
metrics for child welfare.
• Are the most common markers used for cost 

estimates of maltreatment



Why Might Neglect Impact Systems Contact?

• Direct influence on cognitive or physical development
• Special education
• Behavioral and medical health systems
• Recurrent maltreatment

• Lack of connection to positive influences/opportunities/needed services
• Behavioral and medical health systems
• Recurrent maltreatment
• Lower educational attainment
• Juvenile justice

• Lack of protection from environmental risk
• Behavioral and medical health systems
• Involvement in juvenile justice/criminal justice
• Other victimization (resulting in health or court involvement…)

• Increased risk of recurrent maltreatment
• Behavioral and medical health systems
• Involvement in juvenile justice/criminal justice
• Lower educational attainment
• Longterm economic consequences



Types of Studies on Child Neglect and System 
Outcomes

1. Studies that find “No difference”
These look at maltreatment type BUT some may be harder to locate as they 
may not include neglect in the title or abstract. Within the articles, however, 
they indicate no difference (or no large difference) in outcome by maltreatment 
type.  In other words, neglect is equally problematic.

2. Studies that follow outcomes for neglect specifically
These may be easier to find by title and have a main focus on explaining results 
for neglect.



Examples of “No Difference” System Contact Findings

Neglect cases faced equal risk of a 
number of system outcomes 
compared to other forms of 
maltreatment over time so it was not 
included. Note: “Poverty Only” (blue 
bars) % is always lowerYouth system contact:

Juvenile justice
Substance Abuse Health or arrest
STD Tx
ER for suicide attempt
MH Tx
ER for head injury

Adult systems controlling for the 
youth contacts:
Arrest or ER for Substance Use
MH Tx
CPS as Perpetrator



“Whereas youth exposed to both abuse and neglect fare worse than youth exposed to a single form of 
maltreatment, we found no consistent indication that abuse was associated with worse outcomes than 
neglect.”



Why might 
studies find no 
difference 
between neglect 
and other forms 
of 
maltreatment?
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Disentangling Neglect from Other Victimization

Neglect was present in 71.0% of the sample as compared to the 
41.0% classified as neglected by CPS records. Neglect was 
accompanied by other types of maltreatment in 95% of the 
cases. Children who were neglected had more reports of 
maltreatment and experienced a greater number of different 
types of maltreatment than those who were maltreated, but 
not neglected. 



• National Survey – parent report for young children and self report for 
ages 10+
• Physical and supervisory neglect were highly related to risk of other types of 

maltreatment as well as peer victimization, sexual assault by non-relative, 
witnessing IPV, dating violence and being a victim of property crime.
• Neglect was significantly related to trauma symptoms along with other forms 

of victimization but neglect became non-significant when polyvictimization
was controlled 



So neglect, over time and without 
effective preventive intervention, is 
often compounded by a host of other 
forms of victimization – including 
other types of maltreatment.



Neglect 
Compared to 
Poverty Only 
or Similar 
SES controls



“Childhood neglect predicted violent arrests and 
housing, financial, and food insecurities in middle 
adulthood more than 30 years later. “

[court substantiated cases compared to 
economically similar controls]

“We found that youth with CPS-investigated neglect have 
substantially worse outcomes –lower rates of high school 
graduation and regular employment, and higher rates of teen 
parenthood and incarceration–than youth without 
maltreatment allegations who were exposed to similar duration 
and depth of poverty.”



Take Home?

While we do not have as much data as we would like, studies 
we do have suggest that children with indications of neglect 
have greater risk of later system outcomes that are proxies for 
negative developmental outcomes.



Are all forms of neglect equal?
Honestly the work in this area is still emerging…



Children reported for physical abuse were more 
likely to enter foster care than physical neglect or 
mixed neglect but there was no difference 
between abuse and other subtypes of neglect 
(e.g., supervisory, educational, medical or other)

Compared to Mixed neglect + Abandonment, 
Black children reported for severe neglect 
(failure to thrive, medical neglect, exposure or 
malnutrition) were more likely to be referred 
for services after a first CPS report but there 
were no differences by type of neglect for 
White children.



There are a few studies not on system outcomes suggesting 
some differences but not clear implications yet

A few examples…

• Dubowitz, H., Papas, M. A., Black, M. M., & Starr, R. H. (2002). Child 
neglect: Outcomes in high-risk urban preschoolers. Pediatrics, 109(6), 
1100-1107.

• Vincent, J., Hovatta, I., Frissa, S., Goodwin, L., Hotopf, M., Hatch, S. L., 
... & Powell, T. R. (2017). Assessing the contributions of childhood 
maltreatment subtypes and depression case-control status on 
telomere length reveals a specific role of physical neglect. Journal of 
affective disorders, 213, 16-22.



Take Home Message
• Neglect has generally been given less attention in the literature, but existing 

research suggests that looking across many systems (educational, health, 
juvenile and criminal justice, and others)… 
• the impact of neglect in childhood is different than experiencing only poverty
• when compared to other forms of maltreatment, neglect often results in equally poor 

outcomes.
• There is potential here for secondary prevention. Effective services at both the 

child and family levels may alleviate harm that may have occurred due to 
neglect and prevent recurrence. Doing this well may offset later negative 
system outcomes.
• Diligent measuring of these kinds of later system contacts –and whether 

services are even provided--may provide an opportunity to show both 
personal and societal cost savings of earlier intervention.



Thank you for all you do for 
children and families!


