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How does neglect affect a child’s emotional development
Emotional development is when the parents or care givers do not meet the child’s needs of stimulation and nurturing behaviours. All cases of emotional neglect are different, however, it is often carried out by ignoring the child, embarrassing or humiliating them and sometimes intimidating and/or isolating the child. According to Hildyard, K.L and Wolfe, D.A (2002), some of the challenges face that can harm their development are poverty, poor caregiving and sometimes the state of the parents mental health.
Insecure avoidant attachment
Children who have an insecure, avoidant attachment style may appear emotionally distant from others, avoid forming close relationships. Some children don’t even go to their caregivers to provide them with comfort when they are upset. These children unintentionally learn to suppress their emotional needs due to them not having their emotional meds met. This connects with Bowlbys  attachment theory, he emphasises the importance of children and their care givers having a secure attachment between themselves. Neglect, in particular emotional neglect can cause a  insecure and disorganised attachment style (McLeod, 2025).
Attachment issues
Attachment issues are one of the most significant emotions that are impacted by neglect. It is common knowledge that children rely on their parents or caregivers to feel safe and secure. When a child is a victim of neglect the bond they should be forming to their parents can be disturbed.  There are different types of attachment styles which can be unique to each individual, the first attachment style I am going to be talking about s secure attachment. This is when a child developed a healthy relationship where they feel loved and safe as a result of their parents or caregivers always being responsive and emotionally available to the child. When neglect occurs, children may not develop secure attachment to their parents as a result of them not being nurtured or comforted. These children will sadly experience anxiety, difficulty trusting others and could lack emotional support. Lazenbattn, A (2010) States that children who suffer neglect and emotional abuse during important development stages can face long term difficulty with their mental health and interaction with others due to the impact on their physiological development.
Disorganised attachment
Based on Bolwlbys theory, this type of attachment is when the child shows inconsistent emotional behaviours. An example of this is when the child approaches their caregiver, instead of embracing them they freeze and/or back away from them. This is most likely to happen in cases where the child is afraid of the person or the caregiver is not emotionally available to the child. This is common with children who have been abused or neglected by their care giver and unfortunately creates a child who has developed difficulty in disinfecting wether they should view their caregiver as a source of comfort or fear. This then leads to them feeling confused or anxious around that person and is often associated with trauma (McLeod, 2025).
Consequences of not forming healthy attachment styles
There are many ways in which attachment issues can affect the child’s emotional development, due to these issues stemming from their parents treatment toward them during childhood where they are developing most it can result in behavioural issues. The child result in the child acting out, aggression towards themselves or others and in some cases they might withdraw themselves from other people. Later on in life they may result in coping mechanisms like drug and alcohol abuse.
Another outcome of attachment issues could be difficulty forming relationships, people who have attachment issues often find it challenging forming and maintaining healthy or stable relationships. In contrast to this, some people feel dependant on their friends, family or partners. Studies have shown that childhood neglect can trigger the stress response which results in a dependant attachment response (Glaser 2000). It is difficult for them to form trust with others, fear abandonment or sometimes even intimacy difficult which could affect future relationships in adulthood. However, attachment issues are complex, the affects can vary from person to person and depending on the severity of the neglect they have experienced. If the child doesn’t have these issues addressed through therapy they are likely to experience some of, if not multiple of these problems.
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Mental health issues in children can develop as a result of neglect which can also impact their emotional development, Psychological, and social development. Particularly in childhood, neglect can hinder the brains development and disturb healthy attachment bonds as I have previously spoken about. This is common for children  who have faced neglect as the cognitive parts of their brain are less likely to be fully developed caused by the impact of the neglect the have endured (Avdibegovic and Brkic, 2020).
Increased stress and anxiety can be caused by chronic neglect, when the child is living in a environment where their parents or caregivers don’t provide them with the basic support that children need they are at risk of developing anxiety disorders or chronic stress. This is because the body’s stress response system can be altered due to neglect. When this happens it makes the child more sensitive to stress which can manifest as excessive worry, hyper-vigilance, social anxiety and can increase their risk of becoming depressed.
Cognitive development delays and impaired brain development can affect the child’s ability to regulate emotions, solve problems and can even impact their memory. This is caused by the lack of learning opportunities, stimulation and emotional support during early years can lead to poor academic performance in school, difficulty making social interactions and language development.
The last mental health disorder I am going to be talking about in relation to neglect is post traumatic stress disorder. In some cases neglect occurs along side other forms of abuse, emotional or physical abuse accompanied by neglect can lead to PTSD. The child might experience flashbacks to times they have found traumatic, night terrors or trouble sleeping and feeling emotionally numb and difficulty trusting others all of which could further impact the child’s mental health. This could have a negative affect of the child’s development in school resulting poor self esteem and can also cause difficulty creating and maintaining positive relationships with their teachers and peers.
Practitioners role
The practitioners roll in helping children who have been neglected with their emotional development. Practitioners are trained to be able to identify if a child is displaying signs of neglect it is important that they detect these signs early on to prevent the child’s emotional development from being damaged severely. Some of the ways the practitioners identify neglect is through subtle signs such as poor hygiene, develop delays or malnutrition. As well as emotional and behavioural signs for example, aggression, anxiety and/or withdrawn behaviour.
Practitioners use tools and methods such as child development screenings, psychological assessments and structured interviews. These help them to uncover how severely the child’s emotional development has been affected or if they are experiencing trauma related symptoms.In a situation where a child has been neglected and their emotional or developmental needs are not being met, the practitioner will step in and advocate for the child in an educational setting such as family court, or child protection services. Sometimes this might include the practitioner fighting for better suited accommodations in education for example putting the child in a special care unit or advocating for more in-depth intervention if needed like adoption or foster care. Practitioner such as teachers, teaching assistants or counsellors can help support the child inside the classroom by creating a predictable environment. They can do this by providing clear instructions of rules and what is expected of them and also sticking to routines and schedules to help provide the child with a sense of security.
One of the significant emotional issues a child who has experienced neglect, is a lack of stability. Children who grow up in a neglectful household are used to a chaotic and unpredictable way of living. This can hinder the child’s ability to develop trust and emotional regulation.
Practitioners can help to maintain routine by working with the caregivers of the child to establish routines that should be carried out daily like meal time, bed time, and study time. This is important because children thrive in routine.
Practitioners can also insure notional safety to the child, they do this by proving the child with a safe environment where they feel comfortable expressing their emotions. They should also feel safe asking for help and not feeling judged when they make mistakes.
As well as that, practitioners encourage positive reinforcement when the child makes a effort as apposed to results. This will help the child who has been neglected to rebuild their confidence and develop a sense of self worth.
Conclusion
Overall, neglect can have significant effects on a child’s emotional development. I believe it is extremely important for individuals who teach or care for children to be educated thoroughly and be vigilant of the signs of neglect even in the are small. Early recognition allows intervention, children build their emotional resilience in an environment where they feel secure.
How does neglect affect a child’s physical development
Neglect is a form of abuse, not meeting the basic needs of a child can put them at high risk of developing long term affects due to the trauma they have experienced. Neglect does not need to take place once  the child is already born and can begin during pregnancy. Although the mother would be neglecting her own health, it is still seen as neglect because it damages their development while still in the womb and it is there responsibility to keep the unborn child safe and as health as possible.
There are multiple was in which a child can be neglected, a large amount of people are in aware of this and just see neglect as lack of proper care but unfortunately it can result in long term affects on a person if they are exposed to this in childhood. If a child is not receiving basic food, water and shelter or if they are left to look after themselves this is known as physical abuse (Trickett, P.K, and McBride-Chang, C, 1995).
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Neglect can have multiple affects on the physical development of a child starting in the womb. Due to the development of a baby happening in so many stages, neglect can have a huge affect in fatal development. During the first trimester which is one during the first trimester which is one to twelve weeks, the fetas forms major organs and develops a heartbeat. As most people would already know, when a baby is in the womb they absorb everything the mother puts into her body, this is why substances like tobacco, drugs and alcohol will have a huge affect on the child. This can impact with fetal development and increase the risk of birth defects, cognitive impairments and physical deformation.
In the second trimester, which is around thirteen to twenty six weeks, this is the period of rapid growth. The organs continue to develop, bones and muscles strengthen, they begin to develop their sense of touch and movements which is when you start to feel them move and kick. At this stage neglect can also impact the physical development of the children, this can cause premature birth, developmental delays and sometimes it can result in fatal death.
The third trimester which is when the baby is at twenty seven to forty weeks, during this stage the baby’s lungs mature, they develop there advanced motor skills like opening their eyes and responding to light and sound. Unfortunately neglect in this stage can result in premature birth, low birth weight, weakened immune system and birth defects and so much more including still birth. This can be caused by different factors, one of them being the pregnancy not being monitored properly which can cause maternal infections, fetal distress or any other conditions to go undetected. This is more common late in pregnancy and can result in early labour or early delivery to prevent stillbirth (Debiee, K.E, Paul, K.J, Michel, C.M, and Hitti, J.E, 2010).
Postpartum
Stunted growth can also be a risk to a child who is neglected postpartum, during early childhood. Similar to an unborn baby, infants who are exposed to neglect can also have their physical development impaired due to the lack of nutrients in their bodies. Without receiving necessary nutrition they need to develop the child’s body will struggle to grow and maintain good health, this is dangerous because these are the years where rapid growth and development take place. This can result in the child being significantly smaller than others their age, due to the impact it has caused their muscle and bone development and growth.
Motor skills

During early childhood children being to develop their fine and gross motor skills. Fine motor skills are small movements in the fingers and hands and gross motor skills is the movement of larger parts of the body such as arms and legs for example running, jumping or kicking. Children thrive off encouragement from others so when the child is faced with neglect it becomes a barrier for the child to development because they are not receiving the encouragement and support they need, the child is then left to develop these skills for themselves which could result in them not developing the skill t all. If the child does not develop their gross motor skills it could result in the child having coordination difficulties, balance and motor skills that wouldn’t be developed in active play. If the child does not develop their fine motor skills this would mean that they would learn things a lot slower than their peers, they would require physical help feeding themselves e.t.c
Unfortunately in extreme cases of neglect the child could develop a condition called failure to thrive according to Nnuh.nhs.uk ( Watling and Kavanagh, 2024) it is “a significant interruption in the expected rate of growth compared to other children of similar age and sex during early childhood”. As well as that, chronic health issues can also be the result of neglect such as cognitive impairments or physical conditions caused by the lack of proper care like nutrition and hygiene.
Practitioners role
A practitioner, whether they are in education or healthcare, they must be vigilant in identifying signs of neglect, this is more common in young children whose intellectual development is still in the stages of development. It is important to take early intervention because prolonged neglect that is unaddressed, the more severe and long lasting the cognitive and emotional impacts may be.
A strategy used by practitioners is assessment and screening, once they have already detected signs of neglect they conduct assessments monitoring the child’s behaviour, how they respond emotionally and if they can affectively engage in activities. They may also consult other professionals for help, for example speech theorists, occupational therapist and social workers. As well as this, practitioners conduct developmental screenings, standardise tests and psychological tests to identify the areas of concern.
Another strategy that practitioners may use is support plans, eye eye child is different and so is their experience with neglect. Some children may require socialised support to address specific gaps in their intellectual development. Practitioners, particularly in the education setting create individualised education plans and/or target learning strategies that meet the needs of the child’s development. An example of this is modifying instructional methods, if a child who has been neglected has trouble with language delays the practitioner will provide one on one support to encourage language development and doing hands on activities and might use visual aids.
Conclusion
Emotional development is when the parents or care givers do not meet the child’s needs of stimulation and nurturing behaviours. All cases of emotional neglect are different, however, it is often carried out by ignoring the child, embarrassing or humiliating them and sometimes intimidating and/or isolating the child.
How does neglect affect a child’s intellectual development
Neglect can have a detrimental affect on a child’s intellectual development. Children tend to rely on stimulation and support to develop their cognitive abilities, when a child is exposed to neglect some of the critical aspects can be impacted. Piagets theory reflects on how the two stages of cognitive development can be affected by child neglect. Lack of stimulation and intervention can delay cognitive milestones in children, this might then impair language development, problem solving and their leaving abilities (Piaget, 1976).

Delayed language development
Children who are brought up by neglectful parenting might not receive the verbal interaction necessary for proper language development. These children might then be given fewer opportunities for communication, which can lead to delayed speech, poor vocabulary and difficulty understanding and expressing themselves. As language is a key component in cognitive development, the delay in language can hinder thinking skills, making it difficult for children to engage in complex through processes, express their emotions or connect with others.
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Long term neglect can often affect a child’s brain development. Neglect can actually lead to changes in the brain structure especially in early years. It particularly impacts the areas of the brain which are responsible for emotional regulation, memory and learning which are some of the key factors a child needs to maintain a good education. Early neglect can lead to fewer synaptic connections in the brain, meaning that a child’s ability to make and retain new connections between ideas, experiences, and skills may be diminished. In addition to this, it can affect not just academic learning, but also social and emotional learning. This is due to the lack of early experiences which is essential for children to form proper brain development.
Reduced motivation and curiosity
Neglected children often don’t receive encouragement support or praise from their parents or caregivers which is an important factor to encourage curiosity and a love for learning. Children who are neglected often are not exposed to any new experiences, books and social interactions which could educate them which can take away a child’s motivation to learn and explore. Children who are neglected often have low self esteem and a diminished sense of their own worth. These emotional challenges can result in a lack of confidence in their intellectual abilities, which can manifest as an unwillingness to take risks in learning or a belief that they are incapable of success.
Role of practitioners
Practitioners have to take many steps in order to affectively support and protect neglected children and their intellectual development. Therapeutic and psychological support is implicated by practitioners and is built up of different types of support and therapies. The fist is emotional and cognitive support, which is where mental health professionals like child psychologists or counsellors offer therapy to address the emotional trauma the child has faced as it can impact their cognitive abilities. Addressing these problems will allow the child to engage better which will result in a better education.
Practitioners also use speech and language therapy, speech delays or difficulty with language development is common in children who have experienced neglect. If the child has speech therapy the therapist will be able to identify the child’s communication skills while also providing targeted interventions to help improve the child’s emotional development. In addition to this, practitioners can train carers or parents on how to support the child’s language development when they are at home. Attachment based therapy is another way that practitioners help develop a neglected child’s intellectual development. Neglected children may struggle to form attachments or trust adults which can affect them from learning and improving their intellectual skills. Attract based therapy will help the child to build trusting relationships which is essential for allowing the child to engage with and learn through others.
Conclusion
Neglect is known to have a negative impact on a child’s intellectual development. It is extremely important to take a proactive approach and ongoing support to help the child to overcome some delays they may have in their development. These efforts combined will give the child the opportunity to thrive and develop their intellectual skills.
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