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• what neglect is
• how to recognise it
• who can help
• what you can do about it.

Neglect is very serious,  
so this guide has been written 
to help you understand what 
neglect is and how to get help.

This guide  
tells you:



Neglect is when you are not properly cared for or  
supervised by your parents or carers. 
 

“I think neglect is when  
parents ignore you, if you’re 
bullied at school and you  
have no one to turn to.”

This guide  
tells you:



 
 

• clean, warm clothing 
• enough food 
• a safe place to live 
• protection from dangerous situations 
• love and affection 
• attention when you are very upset 
• proper supervision 
• enough attention given to your health and diet 
• enough attention given to your education. 
 

You are neglected  

when you don’t have:



Neglect means serious and usually ongoing failure to meet 
young people’s needs. But sometimes neglecting someone 
just once can be very serious. 

“My name is Jack. I’m 13 and live in London. I’ve got 

two younger brothers. My mum is really stressed as 

we don’t have much money. Sometimes she goes 

out in the evening and leaves me to look after Harry 

and Isaac, who are eight and nine. I worry about her 

because I don’t know where she has gone and when 

she will come back. I’m scared one day when she  

goes out, she will not come back.”



Young people learn to do things and become  
independent at different rates, so it can be  
hard to know when neglect is happening.   

These are possible signs to look out for: 
• wearing clothes that are dirty, 

are the wrong size or don’t keep  
the person warm or dry 

• often not going to school without 
having a reason for it

• having no friends and being alone a lot 
• trying to get attention, eg by bullying other people 
• being left at home alone at night time.



  
The law does not say what age parents can leave their children 
unsupervised – this is because not all young people have the 
same ability to care for and protect themselves.

At what age can young people  

be left at home alone?

“I’m worried about a friend of mine. He keeps  
missing school and when I went round to his house 
it was a real state. He said his dad had just gone out 
but I’m not sure I believed him. He’s getting bullied 
at school because his clothes smell – I don’t think 
anyone washes them.”



There are lots of reasons why neglect happens.  
Neglect may happen when parents can’t care  
for you properly because they: 
 
• are ill  
• are under stress
• are in a violent relationship
• have drug/alcohol problems 
• have money worries 
• don’t have any support from friends or family nearby to help 
• were not properly cared for themselves and don’t know how 

to care for you.

What causes neglect?



“I think that parents  
do not always have  
help, and could  
have had a difficult  
time themselves.”

Remember that 
neglect is never  
your fault



Not everyone is affected in the same way.

In the short term if you are neglected you might: 

• feel unwell physically or emotionally 
• run away from home 
• get into trouble at school  
• harm yourself 
• take drugs or drink alcohol 
• get in trouble with the police 
• be vulnerable and pressurised into 

doing things you don’t want to do. 

How can neglect affect you?



• physical and mental health 
• chance of getting a job 
• ability to develop healthy

relationships with 
other people. 

“Speak 
out!”

In the long term  
neglect can  
affect your:



Issue #1: The hardest thing to do...



Issue #1: The hardest thing to do...

“Mum’s always with Jo... she never gives me 

a hug or wants to know what I’m doing. She 

doesn’t care about me.”

At Home...

In class...

Continues over...

“I’m feeling really unhappy, things at 

home have been bad for ages but I’m 

worried about telling anyone.”



later in class...

“Hey beckie, are you ok? 

You’ve been really quiet 

lately. I was wondering  

if there’s anything 

wrong?”

. . . . . . 

“Hi Nahimi. I’m having a  

few problems at home, 

but I don’t know who  

I can talk to about it….”

. . . . . . 

“Don’t worry, whatever  

it is, it’s ok. Perhaps  

we should talk to  

Miss Swift.”





 
 

Many people overcome bad experiences. This is often 
because they have special people in their life that support 
them or they have interests, like music or sport that help them 
to feel happier.  
 

We all need to look out for people we know to 
make sure they are safe. If you’re worried about 
someone, talk to them.  
Your family, carers and friends all have an important part to 
play in keeping you safe. So do people like teachers, school 
nurses, and Connexions workers – they have a duty to look 
after you if they are worried you are not safe. 
 

 

What can I do about neglect?



A guide to getting help
There are things you can do if you are worried that you or 
someone you know is being neglected.

• Think about what your worries are – if it helps 
write them down.  

• Talk to someone you trust – this will help you to think about 
your concerns and decide if you want to do something about 
them, or phone a helpline like ChildLine.  

• Take positive action and ask for help – talk to someone 
like a teacher, school nurse or a Connexions worker, who will 
be able to put you (or the person you are worried about) in 
touch with someone who can help.

What can I do about neglect?



Always know that  

there are people  

who can help –  

don’t suffer  

in silence



Always know that  

there are people  

who can help –  

don’t suffer  

in silence

  

Whatever your worry,  
it’s better out than in. 
 

ChildLine is the UK’s free, confidential helpline  
for children and young people. We’re here for  
advice and support, by phone and online,  
24 hours a day. Whenever and wherever  
you need us, we’ll be there. 
 
Tel: 0800 1111 (open 24 hours) 
Website: www.childline.org.uk 
 
The number will not show on your phone bill.

ChildLine



Children’s  
social services  
Look in a phone book for 
your local social services.  
 

Police  
Call 999 or textphone  
18000* in an emergency. 
Otherwise look in a  
phone book for your  
local police station.

Doctors / NHS Direct  
Make an appointment with your local doctor or ring NHS 
Direct for confidential advice.  
Tel: 0845 4647 (This call is not free and charges will vary)  
Website: www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk 



Connexions Direct  
Provides confidential information, advice and support to 
young people aged 13 to 19. They can put you in touch  
with your local service. 
 
Tel: 080 800 13 2 19 free (open 8am to 2am every day) 
Textphone: 08000 968 336* 
Website: www.connexions-direct.com 
 
Special thanks go to the different groups of young 
people who generously gave their views, time and 
energy in helping to put this guide together. 

*Use textphones if you are deaf, hard of hearing or have speech difficulties.



Beckie’s Story draws on 
what children tell ChildLine 
but does not describe a 
specific case. The pictures 
used are of models whose 
images are representative 
of the range of children 
ChildLine works with.

ChildLine is a service provided by the NSPCC.  
NSPCC registered charity number 216401 and SC037717.  
Stores code NS1695. 4263/09.







If you can’t take this leaflet  
away with you, please tear  
off the strip to the right.
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