
 

 

 

Children and Learning Directorate 

Children’s Safeguarding and Family Help 

Neglect: practice guidance for social workers 
 

 

Camden’s Children and Learning Directorate uses relational 

practice as the foundation for all our work. Our integrative 

relational practice framework is based on our values, and to 

designed to help achieve the Directorates purpose: to work with 

children, families and communities to make a positive, lasting 

difference to their futures, so they have the best start in life. 

  

Our practice framework centres on honest and compassionate 

relationships with those we serve and with each other. It is an 

expectation that all Directorate policies and procedures are 

implemented in line with our practice framework, and that any 

actions within policies and procedures reflect its ethics, values and 

practice expectations. 
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1 Introduction and purpose of guidance 

 

Neglect is one of the key areas of social work practice; however, the nature of neglect can 

make cases difficult to manage and vulnerable to drift and delay. This guidance provides a 

framework for the assessment, planning and review and management oversight of CSFH 

neglect cases that ensures:  

 

• thorough assessment and analysis  

• planning and review that is evidence-based, focussed on the needs of the child and 

carefully monitors progress and outcomes. 

• management oversight of cases that enables timely and well-informed decision-

making and avoids drift and delay. 

• step-down provision on case closure to ensure continued support and monitoring for 

the family from Early Help services where required so that re-referral is avoided. 

 

2 Camden’s neglect strategy 

 

The Camden Safeguarding Children Partnership (CSCP) multi-agency guidance sets out the 

multi-agency strategy in response to neglect in the borough and provides guidance for the 

children’s workforce in Camden: CSCP-neglect-guidance.docx 

  

Social workers should refer to this document for detailed information on neglect including:  

 

• indicators  

• risk factors 

• protective factors 

• children’s vulnerabilities 

• impact of neglect 

• the role of the multi-agency professional network. 

 

The guidance sets out the threshold for services based on the level of neglect and the child’s 

corresponding needs so that families receive the right response.  

 

This includes the role of the Early Help service in working with families to prevent neglectful 

parental behaviour escalating and providing on-going support where a CSFH neglect case is 

being stepped down. The figure below sets out the levels of intervention and responsible 

services. 

 

https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fcscp.org.uk%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2024%2F01%2FCSCP-neglect-guidance.docx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
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3 CSFH thresholds for neglect 

 

Child in need cases: 

 

These will be cases where neglect is having a direct impact on the child’s developmental 

progress, and where for example: 

 

• parenting is inconsistent. 

• the child’s developmental needs are not being met. 

• parents do not have the capacity to meet the child’s basic needs. 

• the home is in poor condition. 

• parents are unable to provide adequate supervision or fail to recognise risk or 

protect their children from dangers within and outside of the home. 

 

Child protection cases: 

 

These are cases involving persistent and long-standing neglect where the impact is causing 

the child significant harm and where: 

 

• parenting is absent or severely compromised due to parental issues such as 

substance misuse, mental ill health, learning disability or high levels of domestic 

abuse and violence. 

• there is a persistent failure to meet the child’s basic physical and developmental 

needs and/or a lack of emotional availability. 

• the child is failing to thrive. 

• there is a serious lack of supervision and boundary-setting leading to the child being 

at risk of accident or injury or teenagers becoming involved in risky behaviour and 

being beyond parental control. 
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• the home environment is seriously unsafe or unsanitary. 

• parents are non-engaging or are hostile towards professionals working with the 

family. 

 

Although traditionally neglect is perceived to mainly involve a failure to meet children’s 

physical care needs, many cases in Camden are now more likely to involve parental failure 

to be available for their child emotionally. Social workers should be aware that even where 

the child seems materially well provided for they may be suffering emotional neglect. 

 

4 Assessment 

 

Good assessment is crucial to measuring the extent, frequency and severity of neglect and 

its impact on the child’s development as this provides clear evidence to inform timely 

decision-making on levels of intervention.  Social workers should refer to the Assessment 

policy for further guidance. Assessments 

 

4.1 Framework of neglect assessments 

 

Assessments in neglect cases should provide the following: 

 

• A description of the current state of the family, indicators of neglect, the level of 

persistence of neglect and how it affects family functioning. 

• A review of the underlying risk factors for the child and parents including a summary 

of the family’s history, their involvement with agencies and how the family 

responded to previous interventions. 

• An assessment of the parent’s capacity to change. 

 

Areas to consider in assessments are:  

 

• how long the neglect has been going on for and any patterns of neglect that are 

emerging; 

• what form the neglect takes in terms of the individual child’s needs and the severity 

of the neglect; 

• the impact of the neglect on the individual child’s development including 

attachments. 

• the impact of neglect on the child’s physical care and the state of the home. 

• the link between neglect and parent’s own issues such as substance misuse, mental 

health difficulties. 

• the impact of neglect on child development at specific points, for examples babies 

and teenagers. 

https://camdencs.trixonline.co.uk/chapter/assessments
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• parental capacity to change and their ability to sustain changes. 

• the presence of risk factors including poverty. 

• the child’s vulnerability due to age, disability etc. 

• any differences in how neglect is affecting individual children in sibling groups. 

 

The assessment should also consider what strengths are present, for example support from 

extended family or community, as these can be utilised to effect change. 

 

4.2 Practice points 

 

When carrying out assessments, social workers should bear the following in mind: 

 

• Neglect is pervasive and all child and family assessments should consider whether 

the standard of parenting provided is neglectful. 

 

• New research emphasises the need to recognise the indicators and evidence of on-

going neglect and how the presence of environmental and other risk factors and 

vulnerabilities that may affect parenting such as domestic abuse, substance misuse 

and mental health difficulties may raise the likelihood of the child suffering 

significant harm. 

 

• Social workers should be clear on the differences between emotional neglect (where 

parents have a lack of interaction with or interest in the child) and emotional abuse 

(which involves clear, specific actions that constitute abusive behaviour) as there is 

some overlap between them.  

 

• Assessments should be multi-agency with information gathered from all agencies 

working with the family including those agencies working with parents to build a 

picture of the child’s lived experience. 

 

• Use of the assessment framework to underpin the assessment makes it possible to 

measure how the neglect is affecting specific aspects of child development. 

 

• Chronologies can help social workers identify patterns of neglectful behaviour that 

helps them gain an understanding of the cumulative effect of neglect; chronologies 

can also ensure social workers consider the family’s social history so that they can 

build on the knowledge of previous neglect episodes, particularly where cases are re-

referred. 
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• Because neglect can be cumulative over time, the child and family assessment 

should build on any previous assessments carried out, including any assessments 

carried out by Early Help services. 

 

• Direct observation of the family and their interactions can provide evidence of the 

level and quality of care provided and can challenge parent’s own perceptions of 

this. 

 

• Direct observations of the parent’s interaction with children can also provide 

evidence of the quality of attachment and whether parents are attuned to their 

child’s emotional needs and able to meet them. 

 

• Assessment should look at the extent to which the child’s educational needs are 

being met and focus particularly on those children who are not attending regularly 

or do not appear to have a school place as this can be a key indicator of neglect. 
 

4.3 Link with other forms of harm and abuse 

 

Because neglect is pervasive and can affect all areas of the child’s development and is likely 

to be more long-standing and chronic than other forms of abuse, it can have a damaging 

effect on the young person’s emotional wellbeing and self-esteem. This can make them 

more vulnerable to exploitation and make it harder for them to withdraw from an 

exploitative relationship.  

 

It is essential that social workers understand the link between neglect and other forms of 

harm and abuse as the experience of neglect can make children and young people 

significantly more vulnerable. Social workers should consider where neglect may be a 

contributory factor in any cases involving child sexual abuse, child sexual exploitation and 

where young people are involved in gangs. 

 

5 Assessment tools 

 

5.1 Parent Assess 

 

Parent Assess is a framework for assessing parents who have learning disabilities and other 

additional needs but can be adapted for use where parenting is neglectful. It addresses both 

the emotional and practical aspects of parenting and seeks to identify both the strengths 

and concerns. The traffic light system means that any risk factors are measurable, and the 

outcome is easy to understand. 

 



Neglect practice guidance 
 

Version 2: Implementation date: February 2025 Page 6 
 

The assessment process focusses on 5 key areas.  

• the child’s experience of being parented  

• parental functioning 

• specific issues 

• parents daily living skills 

• support.  

 

More details are available at: Assessment Framework and Process | ParentAssess 

 

5.2 Home inventory 

 

The Home Observation for Measurement of the Environment (HOME) inventory is a set of 

questions and observations to be completed with families that aims to measure the level of 

support a child is receiving for their welfare and development within the home 

environment.  

 

This in turn can give an indication of areas of neglect in the child’s care and can help social 

workers understand how difficulties within the family may be driving neglect. 

 

5.3 Assessing parental capacity to change 

 

Making timely decisions about when to escalate neglect cases based on parental capacity to 

change that are in the right timeframe for the child can be one of the most difficult aspects 

of managing neglect cases. Sometimes social workers may need to predict the future 

trajectory of cases based on whether parental capacity may improve or decline over time in 

order to plan effectively for the child’s future care.  

 

When carrying out an assessment of future parenting capacity, it is essential that 

information is sought from relevant agencies working with parents. Social workers may wish 

to use the following models for assessing parental capacity to change: 

 

assessing-parental-capacity-for-change.pdf (the Prochaska and Di Clementi model of 

change) 

 

c-change-assessment-of-parenting-capacity-manual.pdf C Change assessment of parenting 

capacity manual.pdf  

 

 

 

 

 

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fparentassess.com%2Fhome%2Fframework-and-process%2F&data=05%7C02%7CDeborah.Dempsey%40camden.gov.uk%7Cfaca1abf1eb74b11903d08dd54cb57e5%7C5e8f4a342bdb4854bb42b4d0c7d0246c%7C0%7C0%7C638759954537684524%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=mcL8bwoL6tvD94%2Bio27geZ5u65n5%2BmV9jDb3FE3QOdA%3D&reserved=0
https://ascpractice.camden.gov.uk/media/4368/assessing-parental-capacity-for-change.pdf
https://ascpractice.camden.gov.uk/media/4367/c-change-assessment-of-parenting-capacity-manual.pdf
file:///C:/Users/camnb105/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Assessment%20scales%20and%20questionnaires/C%20Change%20assessment%20of%20parenting%20capacity%20manual.pdf
file:///C:/Users/camnb105/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Assessment%20scales%20and%20questionnaires/C%20Change%20assessment%20of%20parenting%20capacity%20manual.pdf
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6 Planning and interventions  

 

Camden’s Relational Practice approach to social work aims to support families to be able to 

deal with problems by empowering them to find their own solutions and to access 

community-based support in order to lessen dependence on council services. This approach 

should underpin interventions in neglect cases, with a focus on providing sustainable longer-

term solutions in order to break the cycle of neglect. 

 

• Interventions will need to be proportionate to the frequency, duration and severity 

of neglect and the extent to which the parent’s neglectful behaviour has become 

entrenched.  

 

• Neglect is likely to be the result of a variety of factors that interact to impact on 

child’s development and may be complex in nature. It is important that this is 

recognised when planning interventions so that it is possible to co-ordinate services 

over a number of agencies that can have the greatest impact on the drivers of 

neglect. 

 

• Some neglect cases can be characterised by periods of calm punctuated by a crisis 

and this may become a regular feature of the case. Social workers need to be able to 

reflect on these cases in order to gain an understanding of cause and how to address 

this pattern of neglect before the cycle becomes entrenched.  

 

• For children, social work interventions need to build resilience and help them 

recover from their experiences. Interventions need to be age-appropriate and 

tailored to meet their individual identified needs. 

 

• For parents, interventions should motivate and support them to address any issues 

affecting parenting and develop their parenting skills so they are able to recognise 

and meet their child’s needs and have high aspirations for their future. 

 

• Some parents may need to attend parenting courses aimed at modelling good 

parenting and helping them learn specific parenting skills. This may be the case 

where parents have learning difficulties or where parent’s experience of parenting is 

poor due to inter-generational neglect where there have been no positive parenting 

models. 

 

• Family Group Conferences can be offered to families to help them explore and plan 

how the family and friends network can be harnessed to support parents in caring 

for their children. 
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• Therapeutic interventions can be used to improve attachments and inter-family 

relationships damaged through neglect. Systemic practice could provide the best 

tool for this. 

 

• Parent Assess can be used to build parent’s reflective capacity so that they are able 

to recognise how their behaviour impacts on their child’s welfare, what changes they 

need to make to improve parenting and how to sustain these changes in the long 

term. 

 

• Children’s plans in neglect cases must be SMART, with clarity around objectives for 

interventions and regular monitoring and review of progress so that the professional 

network is able to recognise potential drift and delay in cases.  

 

7 Working with parents 

 

Social workers should work in a relational way with parents and should always be clear 

about what the concerns are and what parents are expected to do to bring about the 

necessary change. Parents should be informed of the next steps in the case and what action 

will be taken by CSFH if they do not manage to bring about required change in the timescale 

set out in the plan.  

 

Use of Parent Assess or other tools can help explain to parents how their current care of 

their child fails to meet the expected standards of parenting and what they need to do to 

achieve this standard.  

 

Parents may find it difficult to talk about neglect and family life but use of the tools can be 

helpful to prompt discussion and help parents understand why their care is neglectful.  

 

8 Working with children 
 

Direct work with children is essential to find out about the child’s daily experience of neglect 

and its impact. In order to build a picture of the child’s experience the following need to be 

addressed: 

 

• Children should be seen within their family unit and on their own. Work 

should involve speaking to and observing the child with and determining the 

level of attachment they have to their parents and siblings and other 

members of the family. 
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• Consideration should be given to each child within the family. How are they 

different or similar? Are any of the children in this family more resilient than 

others to the care they are receiving and if so how and why? 

 

• Children may be reluctant to speak about their home life out of loyalty to 

their parents or anxiety about repercussions particularly in the early stages of 

the work where the social worker is an unknown quantity, so developing 

rapport is essential. This means social worker observations may be crucial to 

determining the level and impact of neglect. 

 

9 Working with teenagers 

 

Historically, neglect has tended to focus on younger children and ignored the neglect of 

teenagers as it is often thought that this age group are more likely to be able to meet their 

own care needs.  

 

Social workers should be aware that teenagers are likely to experience neglect differently to 

younger children but the outcomes can be just as poor, for example mental health 

problems, non-engagement with school or risky behaviours such as substance misuse, 

offending, early sexual activity or sexual exploitation and running away. 

 

The four aspects of care of teenagers where neglect is most likely to have an effect on their 

wellbeing are: 

 

• emotional support 

• educational support 

• physical care 

• supervision. 

 

Research has shown lower parental input into these areas of care leads to lower levels of 

emotional wellbeing in teenagers and can lead to higher levels of truancy and risky 

behaviours. A questionnaire for young people that can help social workers gauge levels of 

neglect in these areas is shown at appendix 1. 

 

However there is also some evidence to show that higher levels of parental input in 

educational support and supervision can also have a detrimental effect on wellbeing after 

the mid-teens, perhaps reflecting the need to allow young people a chance to exercise 

increasing levels of autonomy as they get older. These were also the areas where there was 

likely to be conflict between young people and their parents. 
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It may be harder to spot signs of neglect for teenagers but social workers should be aware 

that some of the behaviours exhibited by teenagers may be an indicator of long-standing 

neglect and the impact in particular on their emotional wellbeing. 

 

Engagement with this age group may also be problematic and social workers may need to 

identify another worker such as a mentor or youth worker who may be better placed to 

engage the young person and work directly with them. 

 

Young people may be more responsive to a structured programme of intervention around 

mentoring and activities to help them build confidence and resilience and therapeutic help 

that can enable them to reflect on their experiences. They may also benefit from family-

based interventions or mediation to help improve relationships with parents. 

 

10 Working with disabled children 

 

Where the child has a disability, social workers should be aware of the need for extra 

vigilance from parents around the child’s health and whether they are meeting the child’s 

complex health needs. Often social workers identify too closely with the parent’s situation 

and potentially overlook neglect of the disabled child’s needs.   

 

Social workers need to be aware of parents: 

 

• being unable or unwilling to accept the child’s diagnosis 

• not understanding the consequences of the child’s condition 

• having their own complex needs to deal with 

• having difficulty with attending medical appointments 

• having to deal with other issues arising in the family for example the birth of another 

child. 

 

Further details can be found in the CSCP Safeguarding children with disabilities guidance: 

Safeguarding-children-and-young-people-with-disabilities-Guidance-2023.pdf     

 

11 Difficulties in working with neglectful families 

 

Social workers may find it difficult to work with neglectful families for a variety of reasons 

and should be aware of these: 

 

• Because of the lack of any specific incident to focus on and the varying degrees of 

severity, neglect can be difficult to measure objectively and it may be difficult to get 

consensus between professionals on what is neglect and whether thresholds for 

https://cscp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Safeguarding-children-and-young-people-with-disabilities-Guidance-2023.pdf
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statutory intervention have been met. Consequently, the cumulative impact of 

neglect on the child over time may be overlooked.   

 

• This lack of objectivity and consensus can mean families are more likely to challenge 

the professional view that their care is neglectful and minimise concerns.  

 

• Due to pressure on resources, and in the light of more pressing cases involving actual 

harm and abuse, social workers may be tempted to downgrade low-level neglect 

cases on the assumption that the level of risk of harm to the child is low leading to 

higher thresholds for intervention on neglect cases.  

 

• Social workers own values may lead to them to make assumptions about the level of 

care provided and whether that care is neglectful. This may be based on a view of a 

particular family or on the family’s cultural background, and research shows there is 

a higher tolerance of neglect in certain cultures and ethnicities, for example the 

Traveller community.  

 

• With time, social workers may become desensitised to neglect and more accepting 

of poor standards of care in certain families. There may also be a fear of appearing 

too judgemental, particularly where families face issues such as poverty or isolation. 

 

• A focus on parental problems where they are experiencing their own difficulties can 

mean losing sight of the child and failing to understand their lived experience.  

 

• The “rule of optimism” means that in their desire to see change, social workers may 

over-estimate the real impact of small changes and this can lead to decreased 

intervention and monitoring or case closure before issues have been resolved. 

 

• Neglect can often be perceived differently by individuals and agencies and may find 

that professional differences emerge during the course of working with families as to 

the level and extent of neglect. It is therefore important that there is an opportunity 

to discuss these differences and challenge assessments and decisions within a clear 

framework. In the event of any professional disagreements, social workers should 

refer to the CSCP escalation policy available at: CSCP-Escalation-policy-2024.pdf 

 

12 Step-down provision 

 

Neglect often involves a pattern of behaviours over time and it may be necessary to accept 

that for some families, low levels of neglect may always be feature of parental care. To 

ensure continued monitoring of the child, and to help families to sustain positive change 

https://cscp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/CSCP-Escalation-policy-2024.pdf
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made whilst receiving a service from CSFH, it is important that at case closure social workers 

make provision for continued support for the family from a suitable Early Help service 

where this is appropriate to the case. 

 

Social workers should refer to the Stepping down to Early Help procedures for further 

details: step-down-to-early-help-procedures.pdf 

 

13 Dealing with non-engagement 

 

One of the key difficulties in working with neglectful families is recognising and dealing with 

non-engagement and disguised compliance as it can be both a risk factor and a sign of 

neglect.  

 

The difficulty for social workers is in judging when to escalate cases in response to this.  

There are specific aspects of neglect cases, such as the lack of incident-driven intervention 

that make drift and delay more likely as social workers struggle to demonstrate that 

thresholds for more robust intervention have been met.  

 

Social workers should refer to the Working with non-engaging, resistant and hostile families 

guidance for details on how to recognise non-engagement and taking action to engage 

families. working-with-non-engaging-resistant-and-hostile-families.pdf 

 

14 Quality assurance and managerial oversight of neglect cases 
 

There is a real need to proactively manage neglect cases in order to avoid drift and delay 

and to ensure children are not left in neglectful situations. The following points can provide 

a framework of management, oversight and quality assurance of neglect cases for social 

workers, supervisors, managers and Independent Reviewing Officers. 

 

• There needs to be a regular re-appraisal and re-assessment of the child’s situation 

and daily experience of neglect. This should take place via the formal statutory 

framework for review and through discussions in case supervision. Reflective 

supervision is particularly important for neglect cases and neglect cases should 

regularly feature in Reflective Group supervision. Social workers and managers must 

be confident that they understand and can address the underlying concerns that 

lead to neglect. 

 

• Discussions in reflective group supervision can help social workers get a fresh 

perspective on neglect cases, particularly where cases seem “stuck” and social 

https://ascpractice.camden.gov.uk/media/4a0d1uti/step-down-to-early-help-procedures.pdf
https://ascpractice.camden.gov.uk/media/vksoa5vt/working-with-non-engaging-resistant-and-hostile-families.pdf
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workers are unsure of what further action they can take. It may be useful in these 

cases to re-assess whether thresholds have been met for escalating cases. 

 

• Assessments and updated assessments that are presented to CIN review meetings 

and child protection conferences must be clear on the evidence of neglect and its 

impact on the child and the impact of the child’s plan in addressing neglect. 

Managers and IROs should ensure the quality of assessments and reports and all 

assessments/reports should be shared with parents in advance so that any 

differences of opinion or inaccuracies can be raised ahead of the review. 

 

• There should be robust service planning and intervention and regular review of 

children’s plans in order to monitor the impact of services and interventions on 

outcomes for children over time using agreed forms of measurement (for example 

centiles or levels of school attendance).  The Parent Assess tool can also be used as a 

measurement of progress. 

 

• There must be clarity for parents and professionals around what needs to change 

and the timescales for change, as well as the roles of agencies in delivering services 

and monitoring outcomes.  

 

• Joint working, particularly home visits, with other professionals in the network can 

help social workers get a new perspective on the evidence of neglect and its impact 

on the child. Members of the extended family and friends can also provide useful 

information and insight into the child’s experience. 

 

• Managers must ensure that there is timely decision making in cases and escalation 

takes place as appropriate. The use of forums of discussion and decision making such 

as the Care Pathways Panel should be considered in order to explore issues and test 

thresholds for more robust intervention. 

 

• Managers and Independent Reviewing Officers should include neglect cases in the 

audit programme in order to measure objectively whether interventions and services 

are achieving good outcomes for the child. 

 

• Where families are chaotic with frequent changes of address social workers and the 

professional network should share information to ensure the network can keep track 

of the family’s whereabouts and whether they are in contact with universal services. 
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Appendix 1: Neglect and Relational Practice guidance 

 

 

                    

                                                                                       
                                                                                  
                           

                                                                                       
                                              

                                 
                                                                                   

                                         
                                                                                          

                                                                                     
        
                                    
                                         

                                                                                     
                                                                                       
                    

                                                                                   
                                                                                  
               

                                                                                   
          


