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RESEARCH PROPOSAL ON CHILD NEGLECT IN RELATION TO HEALTH AND SOCIAL CARE IN UK
Introduction and definitions
A scoping review on child neglect in the UK offers a detailed overview of the landscape of research, policy and practice concerning this critical safeguarding issue, referencing several peer-reviewed articles and government evidence syntheses.
Child neglect, as defined by statutory guidance like ‘Working Together to Safeguard Children’, is a multifaceted issue within health and social care in United Kingdom, defined broadly as the failure to meet a child’s basic physical, emotional, educational and medical needs, leading to significant harm or risk thereof. It is distinct from other forms of abuse due to its often-chronic nature and cumulative harm over time. Neglect includes physical neglect (lack of adequate food, shelter, clothing), emotional neglect (lack of affection, and emotional support), educational neglect (failure to provide education), and medical neglect (failure to provide necessary healthcare). The Children Act 1989 and section 1(2)(a) of The Children and Young Persons Act 1933 provide legal context for UK practice. 
The rationale for researching child neglect in the context of health and social care in United Kingdom stems from the increasing prevalence and complexity of neglect cases, the severe long-term impacts on children’s physical and mental health and the significant pressures on local authorities’ children’s services. Despite being the most common reason for child protection plans and safeguarding interventions, neglect often remains under recognized and under-resourced.  Existing literature demonstrates a need for comprehensive mapping of current research, definitions and effective strategies – addressing both prevention and response, while identifying gaps for future enquiry. The central review question is: What are the key findings and evidence from UK peer-reviewed research on child neglect concerning definitions, impact, service responses, and system-level mechanisms?
Objectives – The primary objectives of this scoping review are:
-To systematically identify and map influential primary or secondary research from peer-reviewed sources in the UK, identifying major concepts, approaches and mechanisms of child neglect.
-To summarise definitions and operational frameworks used in research, statutory guidance and policy ensuring an understanding for researchers and practitioners.
-To examine the evidence for impact of neglect and effectiveness of key interventions, drawings on robust review articles and landmark studies and barriers to consistent protection.
-To highlight major gaps, challenges and potential areas for future research, policy and practice innovation.
Background
Child neglect remains a persistent and critical challenge to health and social care professionals in UK, addressed through a complex framework of legislation, guidance with recent research and national policy responses highlighting a concerning increase in neglect cases and the complex, enduring harm faced by vulnerable children. It is defined by the persistent failure to meet a child’s basic physical and/or psychological needs, resulting in potential or actual serious impairment of health and development. 
Legislative Context
The central legislation governing child neglect in England includes the Children Act 1989 and the Children Act 2004. Section 17 of the Children Act 1989 imposes a general duty on local authorities to safeguard the welfare of children in need, while Section 47 mandates authorities to make inquiries if a child is suspected of suffering or likely to suffer significant harm. These statutory duties are supported by the Children and Families Act 2014, which further advances the rights and consultative processes for children, such as considering children’s wishes and feelings before determining services. Legislative frameworks underpin the creation of multi-agency safeguarding children boards and require practitioners to operate within inter-agency models such as the Working Together to Safeguard Children guidance.
Policy and Practice 
National guidance, such as NICE guidelines and working Together to Safeguard Children (2018 and 2023 editions), sets out expectations for service providers. These frameworks emphasize an approach that is both child-centred and collaborative across agencies. Practice guidance includes the identification and response to various indicators of neglect, assessment protocols, multi-agency interventions, early help strategies and the necessity for ongoing professional development.
The Scottish context, governed by Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014 and delivered through the Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) model, further expands the definition of neglect to account for systemic stressors, such as poverty, and requires comprehensive, family-based support across the spectrum of need, from prevention to crisis intervention. Scottish policy making has also incorporated public and service-user participation as fundamental to shaping more responsive safeguarding procedures.

Service models and Multi-Agency Responses
Effective safeguarding and neglect responses are dependent on muli-disciplinary collaboration. Agencies including health services, local authority children’s services, education, voluntary sector agencies, and youth justice work collectively within a whole-system model. Holistic, child-centred assessments are emphasized, using plain language, integrating multi-source information, and balancing strengths and risks within parenting and family histories.
Realistic timeframes and regular review opportunities are built into service delivery. Practitioners are trained to monitor for cumulative patterns and impacts, not just isolated incidents. Supervision processes include multi-agency representation to ensure transparency, consistency, and robust decision making.
  	Evidence-Based Interventions and Peer-Reviewed Findings
Peer-reviewed research, including Department for Education reports such as ‘’Missed Opportunities’’ (2014) and ‘’The Impacts of Abuse and Neglect on Children’’ (2017), highlight the enduring impacts of neglect – ranging from cognitive and emotional impairment to mental health challenges, social exclusion, and long-term adult adversity.
Therapeutic interventions recommended by NICE include psychological therapies for children, parenting programmes, family therapy and systemic approaches that address the underlying causes of neglect rather than symptoms alone. Practice guidance also points to the necessity of early help and intervention to prevent escalation, emphasizing strength-based approaches and relationship-building with families.
Contemporary Trends and Ongoing Challenges
Recent policy developments reflect a growing understanding of neglect as a product of wider societal factors such as poverty and household adversity. There is ongoing recognition of ‘’gaps’’ in service provision, especially in terms of knowledge, practical resources, and engagement with underserved populations.
The NHS and its partners are obliged to cooperate in safeguarding children, providing specialist assessments and contributing to multi-agency inquiries and action planning. National and local safeguarding procedures highlight the shared responsibility, requiring that all individuals – regardless of role, actively promote welfare and prevent impairment.
In summary, child neglect in the UK is combated through a robust and evolving system encompassing legislative duties, national guidance, multi-agency frameworks and evidence-based service models. Peer-reviewed evidence supports interventions spanning prevention, early help, targeted interventions and therapeutic supports. Persistent challenges around poverty, systemic barriers, and gaps in service provision necessitate ongoing review, public input, and innovation in practice to ensure every child’s right to grow up loved, safe and respected.
Recent reports show that neglect has become the leading reason for adult concerns reported to child protection helplines with socioeconomic factors such as poverty, domestic abuse, and parental mental health identified as compounding risk factors. Notably, one in four children in England now receive some form of social care intervention before age 18, indicating a much greater prevalence than previously understood.
METHODS
Researching child neglect in the UK requires a well-considered approach to data collection, analysis and ethics to safeguard participants and produce credible findings.
The methods used are shaped by the sensitive nature of the topic and statutory requirements for protecting children and vulnerable groups.
A common starting point for student research into child neglect involves a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods. Surveys and questionnaires can be distributed to professionals (such as teachers, social workers and healthcare staff), as well as to parents and where appropriate to children themselves. These instruments are useful for capturing prevalence data, risk factors and broad trends regarding neglect. Qualitative approaches such as interviews, focus groups or open-minded written responses – are crucial for gaining deeper insight into lived experiences, practitioner perspectives and contextual challenges. In addition, some studies utilize observational protocols or secondary analysis of existing case records, allowing researchers to explore patterns in agency responses or identify missed opportunities for intervention.
Data Analysis Techniques
 Analysis typically starts with qualitative data coding, where narratives are segmented into recurring themes (e.g. parental neglect, professional uncertainties, systemic barriers). Thematic analysis is popular because it is robust and flexible, enabling researchers to account for individual experiences while constructing conceptual links across data sets. For quantitative data, statistical methods are used to estimate prevalence, assess predictive relationships (such as between socioeconomic status and neglect), and validate measurement tools like neglect indices or scales. Many UK-based studies also triangulate multiple data sources to confirm findings and provide a multidimensional perspective on the issue
Ethical Research Considerations
Ethics is central to any research involving children. Students must obtain approval from institutional review board or ethics committee, ensuring the study design minimizes risk and respects participants’ dignity. Informed consent is procured from parents or guardians, and child assent is sought where appropriate. Crucially, researchers must explain the limits of confidentiality – especially for safeguarding disclosures, making it clear their duty to report concerns of harm or neglect to appropriate authorities. Safeguarding protocols, define how to respond if a child reveals risk, and researchers should provide support resources, so participants are not left vulnerable after research encounter. By combining careful methodological planning with rigorous ethical standards, student research contributes meaningfully to the evidence base while upholding the safety and rights of every participant. 


















RESULTS
A scoping review of literature on child neglect in the UK highlights several challenges in assessment, the complex impact on child development, the prevalence and patterns in child protection data, policy and practice tools and underlying risk factors. Thematic synthesis across primary and secondary research suggests that child neglect remains the leading category for child protection concerns, yet robust measurement and consistent intervention remain problematic. The following table summarises  five studies included in the review, with key findings presented by theme.
Summary Table of Selected Research studies on Child Neglect in the UK
	Study
	Type
	Aim
	Methods
	Key Findings
	Thematic Focus

	RCPCH Systematic Review (2022)
	Primary
	Examine effects of neglect on early childhood
	Systematic review of cohort studies
	Neglect linked to insecure attachment, emotional/behavioural delays and impairment
	Child development impact

	ONS National Data Review (2020)
	Secondary
	Aggregate data on prevalence and outcomes
	Analysis of statutory child protection data
	Neglect is the commonest reason for CPP (48% in England), long-term cases rising 
	Prevalence, trends

	Research in Practice Evidence Review (2017)
	Secondary
	Summarise impacts  of abuse/neglect and placement outcomes
	Review quantitative and qualitative literature 
	Placement stability and judicial decision-making complex: mental health outcomes vary by placement type
	Outcomes and decision making

	Stabler et al. Scoping Review (2022)
	Scoping Review
	Map systems-level mechanisms to reduce neglect
	Realist EMMIE framework, mapping interventions
	Wide spread of interventions at system levels, with gaps in evidence and evaluation
	Interventions gaps

	Sidebotham et al. (2024)
	Systematic Review
	Evaluate tools for measuring child neglect
	Review of existing assessment measures
	Only two validated tools identified: widespread use of untested tools
	Assessment and tools

	Wiley Policy Mapping (2023)
	Mapping Survey
	Report on local authority assessment of neglect
	National Survey of LSCPs
	Most LSCPs use neglect strategies and tools but limited use of validated measures
	Policy, practice and tools



Thematic Analysis
Assessment challenges: There is a clear lack of widely validated tools for neglect assessment, resulting in local practice relying on instruments with little psychometric testing.
Impact on children: Neglect in early years is strongly linked to developmental and emotional difficulties, with consequences for attachment and language.
Prevalence and response: Neglect remains the leading issue in child protection plans, with many children on long-term plans and fluctuating annual trends.
System-Level Mechanisms: Interventions are diverse, but evidence of system impact and effectiveness is limited; highlighting a gap for future research.
Policy and Practice: While policy requires Neglect Strategies, effective, evidence-based assessment and intervention remain elusive due to tool limitations.















DISCUSSION 
A comprehensive discussion of the main themes and findings from recent UK  scoping reviews on child neglect identifies several major themes and critical findings. Reviews on child neglect reveals a complex, dynamic and persistent challenge for children and policy analysts.(Children’s Commissioner for England, 2025). This discussion is grounded in studies, mapping exercises and systematic reviews and incorporates evidence from published data, practitioner perspectives and intervention outcomes.
This research will focus on secondary sources with mixed methods: Quantitative analysis of contemporary neglect statistics from national datasets, enabling regional demographic comparison.
-Qualitative case study review of local authority safeguarding panels and multi-agency responses, referencing recent published case reviews from National Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) and government reports.
-Interviews with key stakeholders in health and social care, and education to explore practitioner experiences and perceptions regarding systemic barriers and areas for improvement.
Databases: Comparing the implementation of statutory safeguarding frameworks across regions and evaluating best practice models.
Prevalence and Pattern
Neglect is the most widespread category of child maltreatment in the UK, affecting approximately 1 in 10 children. In official data, around half of all children on Child Protection Plans are placed there due to neglect, with long-term cases representing a growing concern. Serous Case Reviews (SCRs) report that neglect was present in nearly three-quarters of all investigations, and that its effects are often cumulative and interrelated with other forms of abuse including physical and emotional maltreatment.
However, despite its prevalence, neglect remains under-identified and under-reported, particularly with older children and teenagers. Professionals sometimes interpret children’s coping behaviours (such as appearing happy or playful) as signs of resilience rather than potential red flags for unsafe, unstimulating, or hazardous home environments. Furthermore, neglect is likely to be detected after children have endured long-term exposure, rather than at its onset – often resulting in late or crisis driven interventions.

Assessment and Measurement Challenges 
One recurring theme in the literature is the difficulty of reliably assessing and measuring child neglect as well as the lack of accurate and timely assessments. Research highlights a reliance on locally developed tools and chronologies across Local Safeguarding Children Partnerships (LSCPs), but only two tools currently in use have undergone formal psychometric testing. This lack of standardization results in inconsistencies and complicates national comparisons. Practitioners report ambiguity in defining thresholds for concern, especially where neglect occurs alongside poverty or parental mental health difficulties.
A further complication is the lack of confidence in multi-agency information sharing. Only a minority of police officers and teachers believe that appropriate follow-up action is taken for neglected children and families, less than a quarter reported confidence that sufficient support was ever provided.
Impact on Child Development and Wellbeing 
The impacts of neglect are wide-ranging and enduring. Systematic reviews have found that children experiencing neglect, particularly in early years or school-aged groups, exhibit insecure attachment, language delays, and significant emotional and behavioural difficulties. Teenagers may be especially vulnerable to long-term effects, such as self-harm or suicidal ideation; neglected children are susceptible to both physical risks, including unsafe home environments, and psychological harm that persists into adulthood. Chronic neglect also increases the likelihood of children entering care and poses challenges for placement stability.
Risk Factors and Family Context
Neglect often emerges in contexts marked by parental substance misuse, mental health problems, domestic violence, economic deprivation, and social isolation. Young parents, families experiencing postnatal depression, homelessness, or financial instability are disproportionately represented. These various factors may combine, producing cumulative risk and making intervention complex. Professionals note patterns of improvement in parental care followed by deterioration, which can make neglect difficult to address through episonic intervention. Neglect is rarely found in isolation. It overwhelmingly co-occurs with other familiar adversities as mentioned above. The effect is cumulative: families facing several disadvantages are much more likely to experience neglectful care for longer periods before intervention occurs as reported by Devon Safeguarding Children Partnership (2025)
Notably, while Welsh and Northern Irish statutory guidance now acknowledges single significant incidents of neglect (as opposed to requiring persistence). England’s current definition remains more focused on persistent failure. This distinction can result in missed opportunities for early identification and support, particularly for families who might otherwise respond to brief but effective intervention.
Professional Systemic Responses
The Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (RCPCH) (2022) highlights that Local authorities have generally developed neglect strategies and advocate for the use of assessment tools, but the implementation and evaluation of these approaches remain inconsistent. School staff, in particular, are well positioned to identify neglect, though evidence suggests under-recognition and missed opportunities for timely intervention – especially in teenagers whose needs can be overshadowed by those of younger siblings.
Serious case reviews continually highlight the challenge professionals face: identifying and acting upon neglect at an early stage. Multi-agency research stresses the need for information sharing, regular screening for risk factors such as domestic abuse and substance misuse, and improved record-keeping on family circumstances. Structured assessment and targeted interventions, when successful, can lead to removal of neglect concerns for children, but parental engagement remains critical – low engagement is associated with expedited entry into care, while engagement correlates with positive outcomes.
Intervention Effectiveness and Research Gaps 
Parenting support interventions have shown small to moderate positive effects on child attachment, wellbeing and behaviour problems, but these gains are contingent on the families’ level of risk and engagement. Most approaches in practice still lack robust evaluation, and there is an urgent need for further research into which interventions work and under what circumstances. Participatory approaches involving children, youth and families remain rare and underreported in literature, despite their recognized potential to improve both assessment and outcomes.






Thematic Synthesis
Overall, thematic analysis of the studies included draws out five major themes:
1- Widespread Prevalence: Neglect is the leading cause for child protection intervention with long-term implications. 
2- Assessment Inconsistency: Tools and thresholds for neglect identification vary widely, limiting effective responses.
3- Complex Risk Landscape: Families at risk of neglect experience overlapping challenges of poverty, substance misuse and mental health. Lasting Developmental Harm: Neglect affects all aspects of child development and increases risk of long-term psychological problems.
4- Systemic Practice Gaps: Despite policy attention, integrated practice and consistent evaluation of interventions are limited.
5- These findings underline the persistent challenges in responding to child neglect despite its known risks, with thematic analysis and emphasizing the need for better measurement, robust interventions and a focus on the experiences of neglected children in policy and practice. 
Progress depends on coherent, well-evaluated strategies and the meaningful incorporation of children’s voices and rights at every stage of intervention, research and policy development.
Rationale and Objectives:
[bookmark: _Hlk214219788]Central to this research will be the Children’s Act 1989, the Children Act 2004 and the Children and Social Work Act 2017, which form the statutory backbone of UK safeguarding practice.
Additional attention is paid to the new Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill (2025), which strengthens multi-agency safeguarding, establishes registers for children not in school and introduces new protections for home-schooled children. Analysis will focus on how these legislative instruments and statutory guidance “Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023” shape front-line responses and influence outcomes for neglected children.
 By providing a detailed account of current responses, barriers and opportunities, this study aims to inform future policy reform and practice improvement within the UK’s health and social care sector.   
This is a controversial area so alongside attention to accurate reporting of findings there will also be a clear focus on appropriate language and accurate reporting of findings from identified papers.
This would also be one the main aim of this research  to critically examine current health and social care responses to child neglect in the UK, assessing how policy and legislative frameworks shape professional practice and outcomes for affected children. According to Arksey and O’Malley, a methodological framework for scoping reviews can be especially relevant to research proposals in areas of child neglect in the UK. They argue that scoping reviews are valuable  tools for mapping broad topics like child neglect – where information maybe diffused, emerging or fragmented, helping researchers to clarify key concepts. Their framework includes:
-Reviewing recent trends in neglect cases and the effectiveness of early intervention models within local authorities.
-Investigating multi-agency working arrangements and challenges in safeguarding children from neglect, including barriers to information sharing and assessment.
-Charting data, which involves extracting and organizing key information from included studies using a structured form of a table. It aims to create a descriptive summary that aligns with the review’s objectives and research question. The process is iterative, with forms developed during protocol design and refined during the review as needed. Data charted typically includes study details (author, year, location), population, methods, main findings and outcomes related to the review question. The summary facilitates identifying research gaps and presenting effectively via tables, charts and narrative synthesis to showcase the scope and themes of the evidence. 
 









CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The National Institute for Health and Care says the conclusion drawn from UK child neglect research is that while awareness and inter-agency strategies to address the issue, there is proof that significant gaps remain in evidence-based practice, consistency of intervention, and empowerment of children’s voices. Neglect remains the leading cause of child protection plan initiation and features prominently in serious case reviews; however, the quality and effectiveness of interventions are often hampered by insufficient UK-specific research and a lack of robust, high-quality evaluations. There is urgent need for earlier, proactive safeguarding measures that priorities holistic assessment, planning and case management, especially for older children and those with complex needs.
Recommendations for Future Research 
-Conduct high-quality studies focused specifically on the effectiveness of neglect interventions within the UK contexts, including those already in use but yet to be robustly evaluated.
-Prioritise research that captures the experiences and voices of children affected by neglect, ensuring children play an active role in shaping policy and practice.
-Explore the relationship between neglect, poverty and other socioeconomic stressors more systematically to inform targeted prevention and support efforts.
-Support longitudinal follow-ups to assess long-term outcomes of children reunified with families or placed under various forms of care, and evaluate what factors contribute most effectively to placement stability and well-being.
Recommendations for UK Practice and Policy
-Implement consistent use of structured assessment tools, such as the Graded Care Profile, but encourage critical application alongside professional judgement and holistic understanding of family history and risk factors.
-Invest in workforce training to ensure practitioners are equipped to identify, assess, and respond to neglect, including restorative skills for working with traumatized families.
-Strengthen multi-agency approaches and collaborative action plans, with clear milestones and ownership at local levels, informed by regular review and learning from neglect-related cases.
-Empower children by ensuring their rights and expectations are embedded into all aspects of safeguarding, and end profit-driven models of care in favour of safe, child-centred placements
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