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Intervention in child neglect faces many challenges to effectiveness, including: (a) The lack of a cohesive,
agreed-upon conceptual/theoretical framework and inconsistent definition of the problem; (b) disjointed
intervention in various components of the problem; and (c) the social justice issues of inequity based on class,
race, and gender. These conditions have led to a situation in which the role of poverty, potentially one of the
most important contextual factors in neglect, can be overlooked. This article presents an argument for the
need to pay more explicit attention to the definition of neglect, with particular focus on the role of poverty, in
order to improve intervention in this pervasive problem. It concludes with recommendations for research,
policy, and practice in child welfare.
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1. Introduction

Child neglect is the most prevalent form of child maltreatment. Of
all maltreated children and youth in the United States in 2006, 64.1%
were neglected, 16% were physically abused, 8.8% were sexually
abused, and 6.6% were psychologically maltreated (U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services, Administration on Children, Youth and
Families [USDHHSACF], 2008). Effective intervention in neglect faces
many challenges, not the least important of which is that program-
ming in neglect is built on a fragmented foundation of the
conceptualization of the problem itself. Current services to treat
neglect are focused on a wide range of problems, the majority of
which are somehow related to parents' intrapersonal limitations and
related behaviors. It could be argued thatmany identifiable parenting-
related intrapersonal issues seem to be a function of the parents' lack
of access to resources and limited social capital, particularly due to
poverty. Parents' initial capacity to provide loving and nurturing care
to their children can be impeded by these factors, contributing to a
situation of neglect. In order to establish evidence-based intervention
in child neglect, social work researchers and practitioners must agree
on what the problem is, whichwill inform how the problem should be
addressed. Currently, there is little to no agreement on what the
problem is. Where such agreement exists, little to no focus on the
context in which a family operates is considered, ignoring an entire
set of factors to which intervention could be applied to alleviate child
neglect.
Prevention and intervention services for parents who are neglect-
ing or are at-risk of neglecting can prepare, equip, and support parents
in fulfilling their potential to best care for their children. But without
adequate attention to the broader context that may be affecting their
ability to parent, the utility and effectiveness of these interventions
could be limited. This article discusses the design and effectiveness of
services focused solely on prevention and intervention of neglect and
how these programs do or do not attend to the contexts for the
families involved. A definition for neglect is not presented in this
article – the limitations in research, policy, and practice regarding
child neglect seem to hinge upon what is already an unclear and
inconsistent collection of definitions being used in different venues.
Instead, an argument is being made that all of those involved in
addressing this issue must collaborate to better define, and subse-
quently treat and prevent, child neglect.

There are (at least) two potential reasons the relationship between
poverty and child neglect has not been adequately reflected in theory
and practice. The first is that the efforts to understand the relationship
are too disjointed as a result of the complexity of the issues of poverty
and neglect, both individually and in tandem. Some of the literature
suggests that there is a strong, important relationship between these
phenomena where other sources suggest that the relationship is
weak, with other factors (such as family characteristics) being more
important to address. Divided results do not provide a solid-enough
basis on which to establish intervention without further study.

A second potential reason for the current understanding (or lack
thereof) of the relationship between poverty and child neglect is that
there are political pressures and disincentives to finding evidence that
these two issues are tightly intertwined. If the results were to suggest
that poverty were the root influencer in child neglect, the suggested
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intervention would be to reduce family poverty, an intervention that
would require a great deal of cost and a shift in ideology of many of
those in positions to change policy and the way the system works
with poor families. This idea is not a new one. Nelson (1984) has
highlighted that the original framers of child abuse and neglect
legislation in the 1960s hesitated to include the child neglect in their
definitions of child maltreatment because of their observation of its
inextricability with the issue of poverty, and therefore little observed
political will to address it. As Lindsey and Shlonsky (2008) have
pointed out: “Unfortunately, by avoiding child poverty instead of
tackling it head on, the child welfare system has proven to be
ineffective in solving the larger, more difficult, and, ultimately, more
important issues” (p. 377). This article describes the current state of
the definition of and intervention for child neglect, calling attention to
the challenges to effectiveness in child neglect practice, including: (a)
The lack of a cohesive, agreed-upon conceptual/theoretical frame-
work and inconsistent definition of the problem; (b) disjointed
intervention in various components of the problem; and (c) the social
justice issues of inequity based on class, race, and gender.

2. Definition of neglect

The bedrock of challenges to effective intervention in neglect
appears to be the definition of the problem as a result of a lack of a
theoretically-based foundational understanding of the causes and
underlying factors of child neglect. There is inconsistency and
disagreement across and within involved disciplines on how child
neglect is conceptualized, approached, and addressed (Combs-Orme,
Wilson, Cain, Page, & Kirby, 2003; Goldman, Salus, Walcott, &
Kennedy, 2003; Rodwell, 1988; Scannapieco & Connell-Carrick,
2002; Stowman & Donohue, 2005; Straus & Kantor, 2005; Tanner &
Turney, 2003; Wilson & Horner, 2005). One potential reason there is
no unified or centralized definition for neglect is that the definition of
neglect is not approached as fixed and objective, but is rather a
context-bound fluid decision-making process (Rodwell).

However, inconsistency in definition and assessment of child
neglect has important implications for practice with neglecting
families. Different stakeholders seem to define neglect differently,
affecting the ability to understand it for its most important influencing
factors. For example, defining neglect as a parent's failure to provide
for a child's physical needs may have different implications than
defining neglect as the conditions under which a child's normal
development is impaired by his or her environment. An intervention
based on the first definition may look very different from an
intervention based on the second.

Perhaps the most dangerous implication is the potential to
misdirect focus toward family characteristics and behaviors that
may not be the most pressing (or pertinent) factors associated with
child neglect (e.g. substance abuse, mental illness, and inadequate
stress-coping skills). This is not to say that these issues are not
fundamentally related to child neglect, just that they may draw
attention away from underlying factors (such as poverty) that also
need to be addressed. What might be needed is an agreed-upon set of
definitions, making up a foundational theoretical understanding of
neglect that includes attention to all of the important factors including
families' characteristics, behaviors, and social–environmental
contexts.

Without a comprehensive foundational conceptualization of
neglect (perhaps based on an agreed-upon set of definitions), it is
difficult to study the problem at its most elemental level, and
therefore results in various different approaches to one problem
(Wilson & Horner, 2005), with virtually no way of evaluating the
relative effectiveness of each type of approach in comparisonwith one
another. This has important implications for the ability to develop and
maintain an evidence base inworkingwith child neglect effectively. In
addition, child neglect and child abuse, while usually defined
separately, are often grouped together for intervention, without
definitive evidence to support or reject the claim that these two issues
can be treated effectively in the same way. The lack of an agreed-upon
conceptual framework (made up of a set of definitions that reflect the
multidimensional nature of neglect) for guidance in addressing child
neglect may also impede researchers' and practitioners' abilities to
separate factors associated with neglect from those associated with
abuse to treat these problems individually and effectively, should
separation of these types of problems and their interventions be
necessary or appropriate.

One associated factor that appears to be overlooked in its
potentially direct influence on child neglect (or risk for neglect) is
poverty. Some authors have noted that issues of housing and financial
need are the foundational underlying issues for families needing child
welfare services and that policy and practice must address poverty in
order to be effective at reducing the risk for outcomes like foster care
placement (Fanshel, Finch, & Grundy, 1992; Lindsey, 2004). Other
authors have suggested that poverty is a reflection of greater overall
need, and poorer families and children experience increased risk of
problems such as child maltreatment causing an overrepresentation
in caseloads (Jonson-Reid, Drake, & Kohl, 2009). Some authors have
even stated explicitly that child welfare services, intensive casework
practice for families at risk of foster care placement, are ineffective
because they do not address poverty (Lindsey, 2004; Lindsey &
Shlonsky, 2008), and that child maltreatment is actually a “red
herring” (Lindsey, p. 177) in child welfare policy in that it draws
attention from this more fundamental social problem.

Poverty is a concept even more complicated in its definition than
child neglect. Bordieu's (1990) perspective on poverty (as applied to
social work by Fram (2004)) suggests that there are complicated
structural forces underlying the circumstances of the unprivileged,
and social processes exist that are intended to keep the unprivileged
classes from becoming aware of those structures. This creates a
situation in which those who are living in poverty experience many
barriers to social/financial mobility: (a) Limited choices from which
to select in making change in their lives (low situational autonomy),
(b) Patterns of behavior that reinforce their position in the
unprivileged class (habitus), (c) Poor social networking opportuni-
ties, (d) A lack of opportunity to come into contact with those who
are privileged and therefore can better navigate social structures
(homophilous interaction), and (e) A lack of access to social and
cultural capital (that disguises the lack of access to economic capital)
(Fram). Given this perspective, parents living in poverty operate
within circumstances that are likely to make it very difficult for them
to be able to best provide for their children's needs, financially and
socially.

There is a dearth of literature on how poverty is or could be related
to child neglect, and very few studies of the potential direct
relationship between the two. Three studies (two empirical and one
conceptual) that have been conducted relatively recently did focus
directly on the role of poverty in child neglect. Slack, Holl, McDaniel,
Yoo, and Bolger (2004) suggest that some aspects of poverty (like
lower employment and higher perceived material hardship) are more
predictive of child neglect than others, even when controlling for
parental characteristics. Carter and Myers (2007) suggest that
parental characteristics (such as substance abuse and mental health
concerns) play a greater role in the likelihood of substantiated
physical neglect. When controlling for parental characteristics, these
authors found that poverty variables alone did not predict substan-
tiated physical neglect. This study may suggest that it is not poverty
alone that influences a family's risk of neglecting its children, but does
not definitively suggest that poverty does not play a role in the
parental characteristics that influence risk of neglect. It also does not
address the potentially differential treatment by the child welfare
system of parents with mental health and substance abuse concerns
regarding the substantiation of physical neglect.
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Wilson and Horner (2005) suggest that child welfare interventions
have little to no focus on addressing chronic neglect (strongly
conceptually connected to poverty) and highlight the need for policy
changes to draw attention to it. Wilson and Horner suggest that
impoverished neglecting families experience demoralization that
prohibits them from having a sense of hope and control in their
lives and their families. According to Carter and Myers (2007), “the
literature lacks consensus regarding which parental characteristics
and which indicators of poverty are associated with neglect” (p. 113).
Researchers, policy makers, and practitioners need to conduct further
study on the relationship between poverty and parental character-
istics influencing the risk of neglect (e.g. mental health and substance
abuse) in both families experiencing and not experiencing neglect, in
order to truly argue that poverty does not play just as important a role
in child neglect as such parental characteristics. This type of study is
needed in order to be sure to apply interventions in neglect in the
most ethical and effective way.

Scourfield (2000) suggests that workers' own definitions of
neglect are social constructions patterned on the information they
receive. Social workers (in Britain) based their ideas of neglect on a
Health Department briefing that suggested that children must be
clean and orderly (Scourfield). These workers, according to the
author, tended to define neglect as maintenance of the child's body,
which proceeded to place the mothers of children in the role of
primary responsibility and therefore primary blame (for failing to
protect the child or maintain his or her body according to their
standards). This subjective construction of neglect as definition of
neglect poses complex issues in both the practice effectiveness and
social justice arenas.

In a slightly different focus, Wilson, Kuebli, and Hughes (2005)
presented an analysis of the similarities and differences in character-
istics of neglecting mothers in an effort to inform intervention. Similar
characteristics among neglecting mothers in these authors' sample
were: (a) Low socioeconomic status (SES), (b) low education, (c) low
social support, and (d) depressive symptoms. Differences were present
in their interpersonal characteristics: (a) Maternal confidence, (b)
relatedness, (c) impulse control, and (d)willingness to engage in verbal
interactions (Wilson, et al.). Different types of neglecting mothers
(based on differing characteristics) differed with regard to ratings of
neglect, life stressors, resource problems, and adult problems, suggest-
ing that among low SES neglecting mothers, no one set of character-
istics can be linked to the neglecting situation, whichmight suggest that
it is not the maternal characteristics that are the “source” of the
problem. However, Connell-Carrick and Scannapieco (2006) suggest
that income itself is not a predictor of child neglect, but instead point to
dangerous exposure and poor parenting skills. A critique of these
findings is that the authors conducted a stepwise logistic regression,
maximizing the perceived impact of each factor but therefore ignoring
the interactions that are likely operating among various factors that
they were studying and their associations with child neglect. It may be
more than income alone, but the complex context of poverty overall
that may be important.

Effective intervention in child neglect will depend heavily on how
it is defined. Researchers, practitioners, and policy-makers cannot
provide evidence for whether an intervention is successful at reducing
the risks or sequelae of child neglect without definition of the
problem. Assessment, measurement, and intervention in child neglect
could benefit from the establishment of an agreed-upon conceptual
framework for neglect, made up of a set of definitions that address the
multidimensional nature of the phenomena and their contexts.

2.1. Assessing and measuring child neglect

The literature reflects a focus on discrepancies in theway that child
neglect is approached for study and prevention/intervention. Combs-
Orme et al. (2003) suggest that difficulty in defining child neglect is
the result of little to no attention to normative, adequate parenting
behaviors. They have contributed a framework of “normal” parenting
behaviors based on parent sensitivity and responsivity, against which
researchers and practitioners could judge a questionable set of
parenting behaviors. If the parenting behaviors at question do not
rise to the level and meet the goals of the established “normal”
parenting behaviors, they can be deemed neglectful (Combs-Orme, et
al.). A concern is the standards by which the “normal” parenting
behaviors were determined. It is unclear whether the parenting
behaviors reflect cultural competence and limited bias based on
characteristics of the parent and his or her situation.

In what seems like a response to the above concerns, Stowman and
Donohue (2005) suggest that a standardized method of assessing
child neglect must be developed that uses an ecological framework to
reduce parent blame/responsibility, and takes into account the
frequency, severity, and type of neglect being assessed. The authors
suggest that this method of assessment would provide a foundation
for intervention based on shared assumptions regarding the nature of
the problem and its solution (Stowman & Donohue). If it is even
possible to develop a standardized method of assessing child neglect
(given the many constructs that seem to play a role in it), in order for
such a shared conceptualized assessment to be an effective one, it is
necessary to identify the most fundamental issues underlying neglect,
to ensure that the most important influencers of the problem are
being measured.

Straus and Kantor (2005) also present suggestions for a coordi-
nated (agreed-upon)method of defining andmeasuring child neglect.
According to these authors, assessment of child neglect should involve
the following: (a) A separation of parent behavior from child harm
(while still attending to both pivotal concerns), (b) a separation of
parent behavior from motives/causes, (c) a distinction between
different dimensions of neglect, (d) a distinction between child
perceptions and actual neglect, and (e) use of age-appropriate
indicators of neglect. In addition, the assessment must identify the
chronicity and severity of the neglect, be explicit about the referent
time period (in which neglect may have occurred), establish
legitimacy for self-report measures, and employ a threshold for
presence/absence of neglect (Straus & Kantor). In this case aswell, one
must actually be operating with a set of definitions for neglect, to
ensure that assessment of the situation is actually measuring the
challenges the family is facing.

Assessing child neglect in the youngest children (ages zero to
three) poses particular challenges, that Scannapieco and Connell-
Carrick (2002) have identified: Neglect is often assessed by verbal
report of the child victim (which is difficult if not impossible with
these children) as well as by the absence of certain parenting
behaviors (the absence of anything being difficult to measure or
assess). Instead, the authors suggest focusing on the failure of the
child to meet developmental milestones and the parents' failure to
display attachment behaviors, which might better indicate problem-
atic caregiving and potential neglect. The authors mention the
importance of social context, but it could be argued that there is a
greater need for attention to what role, if any, the family's
socioeconomic status and situation might have in the ability to
display attachment behaviors and attend to children's developmental
needs.

Tanner and Turney (2003) suggest the incorporation of research-
based evidence in practice with chronically neglecting families. They
state that practice and practitioners are not basing their work onwhat
is “known” about child neglect, as there has been a limited research
base and limited “research literacy” (practitioners' ability to think
critically about the research that has been conducted). Tanner and
Turney suggest that interventions in child neglect should: (a) Be
multidimensional to address the multiple “causes” of neglect; (b)
reflect a greater focus on the effects of neglect on children (defining
child neglect by child harm); (c) be more lengthy, but purposeful and
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focused; and (d) emphasize strong relationships among worker,
parent, child, and others involved to repair attachment outside of the
parent–child relationship. Recommendations such as these (based on
research evidence) are useful, but still appear to hinge on the
identification of the root factors involved in neglect, including
contextual factors that seem to be absent from the varied definitions
making up the current foundational conceptualization of neglect.

3. Interventions in neglect

Manymodels for intervention in child neglect have been proposed,
implemented, and tested. The varying types and different foci of
interest reflect the lack of a shared conceptual framework to explain
child neglect. Different approaches reflect different conclusions about
the nature of the problem and solution. Some interventions are
multidimensional in an attempt to attend to various components of
neglect where others attend to one or two specific components. Some
are built on case management and coordination of services where
others attempt to improve some particular skill or ability of the
parent. Together, these interventions reflect the diversity in concep-
tualization and approaches to prevention and intervention of child
neglect.

3.1. “State of the art”

In a review of the interventions that are being conducted in child
neglect, Berry, Charlson, and Dawson (2003) present the range of
different models being implemented and two model programs that
appear to attend to the most important issues in the most effective
way. The following interventions were identified: (a) Focus on the
Family (a long-term holistic case management-based program in
which a caseworker assists the parent in caregiving), (b) mental
health services (particularly treatment and medication for maternal
depression), (c) substance abuse treatment (including addressing
negative perceptions and expectations on the part of practitioners
who may believe that no intervention can work with substance
abusing caregivers), (d) concrete services (assisting families' imme-
diate needs of housing, transportation, employment, public assis-
tance, and child care), (e) in-home support (ecobehavioral
interventions that teach parents skills in the environment in which
they will be practiced/used), (f) early childhood programs (involving
parents in early childhood intervention), and (g) Community
supports and social networks (to assist parents to become self-
sufficient in the long run). The two model programs identified by
Berry, et al. were (a) Project SafeCare (a 15-week one-on-one video-
based social learning intervention focusing on home safety, infant and
child healthcare, bonding, and stimulation) and (b) Learning About
Myself (a 12-week psychoeducational support group inwhich parents
focus on issues of self-esteem, increasing assertiveness, making better
choices, and improving self-perception of the performance of the role
of “parent”).

These intervention models collectively focus on diverse factors
that may influence the risk for child neglect. Respectively, they
suggest that child neglect is a result of: (a) An inability or impeded
ability to navigate the world of parenting with other responsibilities
and needs; (b) mental health problems, particularly maternal
depression; (c) substance abuse (suggested to be effectively treat-
able); (d) material hardship and lack of access to financial, economic,
and material resources; (e) underdeveloped skill sets of basic
parenting behaviors; (f) a disconnect between parent and child in
early development and little to no involvement of the parent in child
development; and (g) a disconnect between family and the
community, including a lack of a social support network from which
one could draw assistance as needed. Each or a combination of these
factors may be key influencers in a family's child neglect experience,
reflecting different initial definitions and conceptualizations of the
problem. The model programs also address different sources of the
challenges that families experiencing neglect face. Project SafeCare
reflects a conceptualization that neglect is the result of a lack of a skill
set in keeping the child safe, inadequate bonding/attaching with the
child, and failure to facilitate development through stimulation of the
child. Learning About Myself suggests the origin of child neglect is a
parent's sense of self-worth and self-efficacy (that a parent with low
self-esteem and poor self-concept as a parent will be unable to
adequately care for his or her children).

When viewed together, these interventions and model programs
may reflect a comprehensive picture of child neglect. If one assumes
that all of these factors are related to neglect, then focusing on each
factor singly may make it possible to overlook important aspects of
the etiology of neglect, therefore inadequately addressing families'
needs. Additionally, the evaluation of these programs often focus on
indirect outcomes (e.g. self-esteem, social networking) instead of
some direct measure of neglect or risk, inadequately assessing the
effect (or lack thereof) of these interventions on the problems they
purport to address. The “state of the art” of child neglect intervention
could be strengthened by an agreed-upon set of definitions of neglect
to guide intervention and its evaluation.

3.2. Example case management-based services

The pool of interventions for neglect include case management-
based programs that attempt to provide families with extra services in
addition to general social services to improve the outcomes of families
at risk of, or who already are, neglecting. The Family Enhancement
Program (Ciliberti, 1997) is a culturally-based relational model of
family preservation that provides services with an Africentric focus
with African American parents who are, or are at risk of, neglecting.
This model was designed to meet the outcomes of family preservation
(avoiding placement, shortening placements, improving the quality of
placements) while attending to cultural issues pertinent to African
American families (e.g. multigenerational family relationships) that
are often ignored by the child welfare system. This program had
improved outcomes with African American families in comparison to
those who received the state-offered family preservation services
(Ciliberti).

Families First is another case management-based program with a
family preservation foundation. According to Campbell (1997), this
program (modeled after the Homebuilders program) combines
traditional family preservation services with a cognitive-behavioral
intervention and concrete, practical support. Families First attends to
family history, social isolation, disability, and the pertinent policy
context, recognizing that each family's unique context will require
different emphasis on different components (because families' needs
will differ from one another as will their willingness to cooperate with
intervention). Evaluation of the success of this program suggests that
a family's willingness to cooperate depends on how well the program
assesses and fits its unique context and meets its unique needs
(Campbell).

Family Connections is yet another case management-based
program. According to DePanfilis and Dubowitz (2005), this commu-
nity-based program combines case management with in-home
services and crisis intervention. It offers emergency material assis-
tance, home-based family intervention (including assessment and
individual and family counseling), service coordination, referrals
targeted toward risk and protective factors, and multi-family
recreational opportunities. The risk factors to which this program
attends are caregiver depressive symptoms, parenting stress, and
everyday stress. The protective factors on which this program focuses
are parenting attitudes, parenting sense of competence (satisfaction
and self-efficacy), family functioning, and social support. According to
the authors, enhancing these protective factors and reducing risk
factors will decrease the risk for child neglect (DePanfilis &
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Dubowitz). As a result of this intervention, parents had fewer
depressive symptoms and perceived less parenting and everyday
stress. Parents reported greater satisfaction with themselves as
parents, felt a greater sense of self-efficacy, and experienced better
social support (DePanfilis & Dubowitz).

The Social Network Intervention Project (Gaudin, Wodarski,
Arkinson, & Avery, 1990) is another case management-based
intervention, where the goal is to enhance families' informal network
of supports through personal networking, mutual aid groups,
neighborhood helpers, volunteer linking, and social skills training.
This program combines case management with intensive casework,
advocacy, and social network bolstering to improve parents' adequacy
of parenting. According to the authors, this intervention results in
improvement in parenting status (e.g. severely neglecting to
marginally adequate parenting) in the cases where the intervention
was longer (greater than nine months) (Gaudin, et al.), as indicators
of improved parenting behavior. In considering the usefulness of this
intervention in neglect, a “threshold”would be important to establish.
One would need to know the practical and conceptual differences
between those families deemed “neglecting” and “not neglecting.”
The practitioner and family can benefit from understanding how
much harm to the child and howmuch need for the family is indicated
by a label like “marginally adequate.” It is possible that an agreed-
upon set of definitions of neglect could strengthen this area as well.

3.3. Proposed services

One model that was proposed but not tested in the literature was
of a visitation-centered foster care program. In this program,
proposed by Lee and Lynch (1998), traditional foster care services
were reinforced with a more in-depth birth family component to
engage the foster care triad to best serve family reunification and
combat foster care drift. This proposed intervention included: (a) An
adequate foster home and immediate visitation with the birth family;
(b) stabilization of the birth family (providing practical support,
involving all potentially-involved adults, and involving birth family in
agency procedures); (c) individual therapy and crisis counseling for
the child and the family; (d) meeting families' longer term needs
(alleviating environmental stressors); (e) therapy involving the
extended family; (f) psychoeducational interventions; and (g)
traditional family therapy for the foster and birth families (Lee &
Lynch). This proposed comprehensive program suggests that in
families where the children have been removed due to neglect, a
disconnect occurs in the services provided and the birth family loses
touch with the child (where family supports are not engaged and
larger issues may be overlooked). This proposed model could be
enhanced by greater attention to the neglecting situation itself.

Another model that was proposed but not tested in the literature
was the Employment-Based Neglect Program (McSherry, 2004)
where the assumption is that employment-based problems (related
to poverty) and child neglect have a cyclical relationship, and
intervention in employment needs can affect the neglecting situation.
This program combines employment assistance with a social learning
intervention where neglecting parents experiencing employment
difficulties engage in and facilitate a family support program.
According to McSherry, this proposed program would employ
neglecting parents part-time, promote them to full-time positions,
and then place them in related employment. The goals are ultimately
to increase an internal locus of control and provide parents with a
sense of hope and achievement, reducing the likelihood that they will
neglect their children. McSherry's own important critique of the
program is that parents with severe learning disabilities, major
substance abuse, or profound attachment difficulties may not be well-
served by this type of social learning intervention and may require
additional services or preliminary treatment before this type of
service could be beneficial. In addition, the link to child neglect is an
indirect one (improve employment to improve self-efficacy to, then,
improve parenting). It is important to note that an intervention that
facilitates employment for parents must also address families' need
for quality child care, a corollary concern for families experiencing
neglect. Proposed interventions such as this one that directly address
contextual issues may still need to build on or provide some evidence
for the link between those contextual issues (in this case) and the
neglecting behavior and situation.

3.4. Interventions in poverty

Should future research and efforts to understand the relationship
between poverty and neglect confirm the expected intricate interac-
tion, interventions intended to directly address poverty may also
alleviate child neglect concerns. A very wide range of policy and
programs have been implemented and proposed to specifically
address the issue of poverty in the United States. A full review of
what has been effective and what has not is not possible here, but the
need for this type of review when considering addressing poverty to
alleviate child neglect must be mentioned. A purposeful review of
how welfare reform has and has not been effective in assisting
families to lift themselves out of poverty by Edin and Kissane (2010)
has reflected the difficulties, barriers, and limitations faced by broad-
sweeping policy and practice intended to address the poverty-related
needs of families in the United States. Smeeding (2009) argues that
this type of broad-sweeping effort (in the form of the federal stimulus
bill signed into law by President Barack Obama) can be effective and
calls for national prioritization of antipoverty programming. Other
authors have argued that smaller-than-federal policies and programs
can and have been effective at addressing poverty on the individual
and community levels. Dymski (2009) has suggested that private
banking practices with communities in development can drastically
improve community-level poverty, which can be expected to
influence individual-level poverty. Tinker (2000) makes a compelling
argument for the potential benefits of microloans and microfinance
programs for women experiencing poverty.

Regardless of the positive effects (or potential benefit) of programs
and policies intended to address poverty, there is not yet enough
evidence to support that these types of improvements would
automatically address child neglect among families experiencing
poverty. Themechanisms behind both of these complex problems and
their relationship to one another remains to be seen, definitively, and
any adoption of anti-poverty policy and intervention to address child
neglect would be exploratory at best, given the current state of the
literature and research. Antipoverty policy and programming is
important in its own right, and a connection to child neglect
intervention has the potential to strengthen the approach to
improving families' overall well-being, should we be able to really
solidify an understanding of and approach to the relationship
between these two complex issues.

4. Social justice issues

In reviewing the state of child neglect intervention, it becomes
evident that the fragmented definition (and therefore conceptualiza-
tion) of child neglect has resulted in divided, uncoordinated
approaches to addressing many different influencing factors in child
neglect and historical marginalizing of the contextual, social–
environmental challenges to parenting. These conditions have social
justice implications for the families and children receiving services for
neglect. Poverty itself is a social justice issue as it reflects the
inequitable distribution of resources and the deliberate oppression by
social structures against those who do not have access to those
resources (Bordieu, 1990; Freire, 1970). If one were to agree with
Wakefield (1988) that the purpose of social work is distributive
justice (Rawls, 1985), an intervention in child neglect would be at the
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very least essentially ineffective and at the most unethical if it did not
address the structural oppression of those living in poverty. Lindsey
(2004) suggests that child neglect intervention, as it is designed,
actually draws attention away from this important issue, supporting
Bordieu's perspective on poverty.

Compounding definitional challenges, the role of values in
working with families at risk of child neglect seems to occlude the
role a family's social–environmental context may play in parenting,
and therefore poses many social justice concerns for practice in this
field. Mothers (even those with adequate or above-adequate financial
resources and access to services) are routinely, negatively, societally
judged for their parenting behaviors, and the public has developed its
own standards by which they believe parents (but especially
mothers) should care for their children (Gottlieb, 2010). Researchers,
policy makers, and practitioners are not unbiased with respect to
these value-based judgments onwhat constitutes childmaltreatment.
The introduction of poverty and the value-based judgments that
accompany its complex manifestations complicates attention to the
real issues even further.

Destitute families in which caregivers engage in self-destructive
behavior that endangers the health, safety, and future prospects of
their children evoke strong moralistic reactions in neighborhoods,
schools, law enforcement agencies, and often within the extended
family of the parents (Wilson & Horner, 2005). Definitions of neglect
have been criticized as imposingmiddle-class values as interpreted by
professionals on lower class families, and having a lack of cultural
consideration for diversity in families' behavior (Stowman &
Donohue, 2005). Class, culture, and race are important issues when
considering oppression and lack of access to resources (the difficulties
for those who are minorities and experiencing poverty may be
compounded) and the standards of parenting that are applied to all
clients are usually those of the white middle class, often of the
workers assessing the problem of neglect themselves (Brun, 1993;
Scourfield, 2000). In addition to differentially affecting families of low
socioeconomic status, the conceptualization of child neglect has also
been unfair towomen,who bear the brunt of care and are thus blamed
for a lack of care even when other (contextual) factors are present
(Scourfield). Women are disadvantaged from another perspective, as
well: Societally, there is far less attention paid to the father's
responsibility in caring for children (Berry et al., 2003). This places
an unfair focus on the neglecting mother who must take on all of the
responsibility of parenting and all of the blame for parenting
challenges.

While judgments about neglect are typically value-laden, this
position is further complicated by bias in another direction: Social
workers' general unwillingness to pathologize families who may
already be disadvantaged by poverty based on social work values. The
lack of an objective (or as close to objective as possible) “threshold”
for identifying child neglect subjects clients to social workers'
reactivity and subjective opinions (Tanner & Turney, 2003). Deci-
sion-making in family preservation is likely, therefore, to be
complicated by workers' own conflicting perspectives of neglect, the
families they serve, and the most appropriate course of action. For
example, the policy context guiding the out-of-home placement of
neglected African American children has contributed to inappropriate
removals and destructive interventions which have been detrimental
to the very children supposedly protected, through institutionalized
discrimination, cultural insensitivity, or racism (Ciliberti, 1997). The
institution of an established conceptual framework based on an
agreed-upon set of definitions of child neglect might give workers in
this field the guidance necessary (replacing value-laden assessments)
to provide evidence-based practice to support them in their decision-
making.

As one considers the usefulness and effectiveness of child neglect
intervention, it can be argued that one type of intervention for neglect,
brief intervention, is actually unethical and can be damaging to
families. Interventions for neglect require convincing families to trust
outsiders, addressing their loneliness, and improving their outlook for
the future. Withdrawing to terminate services before actual changes
can bemade effectively is unethical, particularly because families who
are neglecting live in hostile physical and social environments
(Campbell, 1997). In light of families' contextual challenges, removal
of children also poses ethical concerns. With out-of-home care, it
sometimes occurs that no reunification would be made as a result of
the birth families' lack of ecosystemic resources. In these cases, the
removal of children is essentially the result of being poor and
oppressed, even though the justification may claim otherwise while
sill pointing to manifestations of the poverty the families are
experiencing (Lee & Lynch, 1998).

Workers do not appear to be encouraged or motivated by the child
welfare system to deal with the social and economic conditions that
may contribute to neglect. Society's historical emphasis on maternal
deficits (e.g. mental illness, indifference to children's needs) as being
the cause of neglect is one that has served the interests of the
powerful by taking attention away from societal factors influencing
neglect such as poverty and marginalization. Neglect indicates a more
general societal failure to build and maintain an infrastructure that
promotes parenting and values children (McSherry, 2004). Therefore,
the inattention to structural causes/factors of neglect has essentially
served the interests of those who have power, in refocusing attention
away from the inequitable distribution of resources, something that
ensures theywill not lose their own access to resources. This supports,
again, Bordieu's (1990) perspective on poverty, and Lindsey's (2004)
interpretation of the underlying mechanisms behind a focus on child
welfare issues to draw attention away from poverty.

Some parents' individual characteristics limit their access to
parenting intervention, indicating another important social justice
issue. For example, learning disabilities and other impairments bar
employment and successful participation in parenting interventions
that are cognitive-behaviorally focused (Berry et al., 2003). Employ-
ment itself is considered a corollary parenting skill, and if joblessness
is the reason for child placement, then it must be a target of
intervention (Berry, et al.). In addition, substance abuse is a treatable
public health problem with cost-effective solutions, yet nearly half of
substance abusing parents also involved in child welfare were not
offered or providedwith any substance abuse services (Berry, et al.). A
major concern derived from this result is that the child welfare system
is blaming substance abusing parents (and parents with other
problems connected to structural issues of poverty) and treating
them as undeserving of parenthood. This may stem from the values-
based judgment by family members, professionals, and society that if
the parent's behavior does not match class, race, or cultural standards
of parenting, then it must be “bad parenting.” Together, these
characteristics are also examples of parent deficits that are often
blamed for child neglect, turning attention away from the context that
may play an important role. This is yet another argument for a
foundational conceptualization of neglect based on an agreed-upon
set of definitions of the problem, which can address many of the
overarching social justice issues presented by the way neglect is
conceptualized, approached, and treated.

5. Conclusion

The problem of child neglect is facing many challenges: (a) The
lack of a cohesive, agreed-upon conceptual/theoretical framework
and inconsistent definition of the problem; (b) disjointed interven-
tion in various components of the problem; and (c) the social justice
issues of inequity based on class, race, and gender. There are many
contextual-based factors that may impede parents' ability to provide
adequate care for their children. The literature and research have
covered many of these topics, but generally without a sense of focus
on how they might be related to one another. In addition, many
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interventions are currently being used to address the issue of neglect,
but again these interventions are not centrally focused on one (or
even a few) factors that are key in the problem of neglect. The state of
the literature and intervention in child neglect suggests a need for
change in research, policy-making, and practice with the problem,
specifically as it relates to poverty.

The first recommendation is that more attention in research is
needed to develop a more comprehensive and cohesive set of
definitions of neglect based on evidence of its characteristics and
mindful of its various contexts (e.g. what might make child neglect
different, if at all, from other types of child maltreatment?). This
research should include methods such as multilevel modeling and
structured equation modeling to continue to explore the role of
poverty among the cadre of potential variables influencing poverty
and the relationships among these variables themselves. Defining
neglect more comprehensively will require collaboration among
researchers, policy makers, and practitioners from development to
implementation. The second recommendation is that those involved
in defining and addressing child neglect must catalyze a value shift
regarding parenting that better includes attention to contextual
factors (particularly poverty), with which families may need more
(potentially different) assistance.

The third recommendation is that practitioners and agencies who
work with families experiencing neglect carefully assess (aided by an
agreed-upon set of definitions) each family's needs and provide
individualized services. Service delivery organizations could develop a
model that is multidimensional and flexible (addressing various
aspects of child neglect in the various ways families may experience
it) while being attentive to context (as poverty may be experienced
differently by different families experiencing neglect). The current
collection of interventions reflect attention “to pieces of the puzzle,”
when instead, the field should offer a comprehensive, flexible, and
evidence-based approach.

The final recommendation is that social justice for families
experiencing neglect must have a larger role in the attention given
to the problem of neglect by research, policy, and practice. Social
justice for families receiving services to address child neglect may be
improved by: (a) Including context and poverty in definitions and
understanding of neglect; (b) involving fathers when possible and
safe; and (c) focusing on evidence-based definitions and threshold(s)
of child neglect when assessing needs. The purpose of such actions
would be to (a) address the system's tendency to blame parents for
limiting factors that they might be unable (without assistance) to
address on their own; (b) reduce or eradicate the system's blame of,
and placing an unfair amount of responsibility on, women (and
releasing men of this responsibility) for parenting; and (c) ameliorate
racial disproportionality and blaming those who are already limited
by oppressive socioeconomic structures through the use of value-
based (regarding race and class) assessment in child neglect.

An important and perhaps easily-overlooked component of social
justice for families experiencing context-influenced neglect would be
the ability of parents to care for their children adequately, given their
financial situation and other contextual factors. It is not difficult, when
focusing on context, to get “caught up” in an image of the
impoverished family as helpless and inherently unable to provide
for its children. In the midst of considering context and how it might
affect families negatively, it is important to remember that families in
poverty do possess strengths and resilience factors that result in their
ability to provide many necessary resources for their children,
including love and warmth. Those working with families must be
careful not to impinge on families' own power to contribute that
which they are able to in caring for their children.

Approaching success in each of these goals is possible by starting
with a foundational conceptualization (based on agreed-upon defini-
tions) and understanding of child neglect. The conceptualization of
child neglect in a context that influences families' choices and
behaviors needs development. The avoidance of naming poverty (as
a complex construct made up of many dimensions) as a key
component of child neglect may come from value-based judgments,
political motivations, the lack of a comprehensive focus, or a lack of
clarity in the construct of poverty itself. More work needs to be done
to bring this vital issue to the forefront of research, scholarship, and
practice in the realm of child neglect.
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