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• Gather information from multiple sources 
(child and parent self-reports; caseworker 
and neighbor observations)

• Ensure confidentiality to collect more 
honest and accurate reports

• Use nonjudgmental, open-ended questions 
that encourage diverse viewpoints on the 
situation

• Probe for signs of different types of neglect

• Consider contexts like the child’s age, 
the home environment, and community 
resources

• Note the severity and frequency of neglect 
incidents and the length of time since 
the last incident and between multiple 
incidents

Safety. Determining the child’s safety is as 
critical in the decision-making process in 
cases of possible neglect as it is in physical or 
sexual abuse cases. The determination should 
consider threats of danger in the family, the 
child’s vulnerability, and the family’s protective 
capacity. Lund and Renne (2009) encourage 
caseworkers to investigate the following key 
threats of danger:

• No adult in the home routinely performs 
basic and essential parenting duties and 
responsibilities

• The parent lacks sufficient resources, 
such as food and shelter, or parenting 
knowledge, skills, and motivation to meet 
the child’s basic needs

• Living arrangements seriously endanger the 
child’s physical health

• The parent refuses and/or fails to meet 
the child’s needs or arrange care when the 
child:

�|  Exhibits self-destructive behavior or 
serious emotional symptoms requiring 
immediate help

�| Has exceptional needs that can result in 
severe consequences to the child

�| Has serious physical injuries or symptoms 
from maltreatment

The results of the investigation will inform 
whether the family requires additional 
assessment and intervention. A low-risk family 
may be referred for differential response (see 
box), while the most severe cases may require 
placement in out-of-home care, preferably 
with relatives, to ensure the child’s immediate 
safety while the family is assessed and a safety 
and service plan is developed.
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As with all child protection practice, 
cultural issues must be taken into 
consideration both when assessing 
and intervening with families at risk of 
neglect. For example, a culture in which 
shared caregiving is the norm may see no 
problem with allowing young children to 
care for their siblings, perhaps in a way 
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child neglect demonstration project grantees 
included:

• Parent education and support

• Home visits

• Referrals or links to community resources

• Mental health services

• Concrete assistance and crisis intervention 
(Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2004)

Home visiting programs, which provide 
in-home services to families with young 
children, show promise in engaging parents 
to reduce risks related to child abuse and 
neglect. Professional or paraprofessional home 
visitors can build relationships with parents 
and tailor their visits to address the family’s 
needs and strengths. Some of the topics home 
visitors may address include:

• The mother’s personal health and life 
choices

• Child health and development

• Environmental concerns such as income, 
housing, and domestic or community 
violence

• Family functioning, including adult and 
child relationships

• Access to services (Child Welfare 
Information Gateway, 2011a)

Supporting Evidence-Based Home Visiting is 
a Federal initiative to generate knowledge of 
home visiting practices and models; find more 
information on the initiative’s website: http://
www.supportingebhv.org

Encourage incremental change. Most 
changes don’t happen overnight. Especially 
with families that are stressed by the 
demands of caring for their child, parents 
may feel overwhelmed if you expect them 
to accomplish too many goals too quickly. 
In collaboration with the family, establish a 
contract with a timeline for accomplishing 
specific goals as well as obligations for both 
you and the parents to meet (McSherry, 2007).

Remember to start with the most basic needs 
(e.g., food, housing, safety), then address 
critical underlying issues (e.g., substance 
abuse, mental health). Once those supports 
are in place, there will be fewer obstacles to 
improving higher family functioning. Many 
programs have found that working with 
families affected by neglect requires intensive, 
long-term services to help them achieve 
changes over time. 

The Family Connections (FC) program in 
Baltimore, MD, began as a demonstration 
project, funded by the Children’s Bureau, 
to prevent neglect in at-risk families. 
Core program components include 
emergency assistance, home-visiting 
family intervention, advocacy and service 
coordination, and multifamily supportive 
and recreational activities. FC results 
were so promising in reducing risk factors 
and increasing protective factors that 
replication demonstration grants at eight 
additional sites were funded by the 
Children’s Bureau. For more information 
about the program and its replication, visit 
the Family Connections website: http://
www.family.umaryland.edu/ryc_best_
practice_services/family_connections.htm
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