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In everyday use, neglect is often called a form of abuse,1 and as one author noted, “Neglect is a type 
of abuse.”2 Dr. J. Patrick Gannon, co-founder of ASCA℠, wrote, “Child abuse is any act of commission 
or omission that endangers or impairs a child’s physical, psychological or emotional health and 
development including physical, sexual, and emotional abuse including neglect.”3 

Many child-welfare and mental-health organizations categorize child maltreatment into four main 
types:

1. Neglect

2. Physical abuse

3. Emotional or psychological abuse4

4. Sexual abuse

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the World Health Organization (WHO) are 
examples of organizations that use these categories.

Overview5

1. Neglect

In summary, childhood neglect is where a caregiver consistently, or in serious ways, fails to provide for
a child’s basic needs, which either harms or risks harm to the child’s health or development.

From the CDC, “Neglect is the failure to meet a child's basic physical and emotional needs. These 
needs include housing, food, clothing, education, access to medical care, and having feelings validated
and appropriately responded to.”6

1 Merriam-Webster, n.d.; Murnan, 2023.
2 Murnan, 2023.
3 Gannon, 2022, p. 44.
4 Includes verbal abuse.
5 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2024; Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2025; OpenAI, 2026; 

Welsh Government, 2021; World Health Organization [WHO], 2024.
6 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2024.
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Neglect does not have to involve physical harm to be abusive. Ongoing absence, indifference, or lack 
of care can be deeply harmful.

• Physical neglect – not providing sufficient food, clothing, shelter, or medical care

• Medical neglect – can be a form of physical neglect as well as not providing needed mental 
health care7

• Nutritional neglect – failing to provide adequate nutritional intake, including calories, “for 
normal growth”8

• Emotional neglect – ignoring the emotional needs of a child, not showing care, support, or 
attention

• Educational neglect – not ensuring a child goes to school or gets needed learning support

• Supervisory neglect – leaving a child unsafe or without appropriate supervision, which 
includes failing “to take available measures to protect the child from violence within the 
residence, neighborhood, or community” as well as “occasions when a caregiver knowingly 
fails to protect the child from maltreatment perpetrated by a substitute caregiver”9

Child Welfare Information Gateway includes in their definition of neglect: “Chronic and severe use of 
alcohol or a controlled substance by a parent or person responsible for the care of the child that 
adversely affects the child’s basic needs and safety.”10

Dr. Gannon wrote, “Surprisingly, physical and emotional neglect may be the most common and least 
reported subtypes of child abuse.”11

2. Physical abuse

“Physical abuse is the intentional use of physical force that can result in physical injury. Examples 
include hitting, kicking, shaking, or other shows of force against a child.”12

3. Emotional abuse

“Emotional abuse refers to behaviors that harm a child's self-worth or emotional well-being. Examples
include name-calling, shaming, rejecting, and withholding love.”13 

7 Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2025.
8 Welsh Government, 2021.
9 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2016.
10 Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2025.
11 Gannon, 2022, p. 35.
12 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2024.
13 Ibid.
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Dr. Gannon wrote:

While physical and sexual abuse may seem more dramatically harmful, emotional abuse may 
be the most insidious of the three types of abuse. Why? Because the child remembers the 
hurtful words and often believes the negative things that the parents say to describe him or 
her. Over time, these words contaminate the development of the child’s self-esteem.14

4. Sexual abuse

“Sexual abuse refers to any completed or attempted sexual acts or sexual contact with a child by a 
caregiver. Examples include fondling, penetration, and exposing a child to other sexual activities.”15

Why neglect counts as abuse

Children depend on adults for safety, care, and emotional support. When those needs aren’t met, it 
can affect:

• Emotional development

• Sense of safety and self-worth

• Mental health

• Relationships later in life

It can result in harm that is both immediate and long-term.16 These outcomes support Dr. Gannon’s 
statement that “emotional abuse also encompasses physical neglect and emotional neglect”17 because
neglect can “harm a child's self-worth or emotional well-being” (from “Emotional abuse” above).

Outcomes
From the CDC:

Children who are abused or neglected may suffer immediate physical injuries such as cuts, 
bruises, or broken bones. They may also have emotional and psychological problems, such as 
anxiety or posttraumatic stress.

Over the long term, children who are abused or neglected are also at increased risk for 
experiencing future violence victimization and perpetration, substance abuse, sexually 

14 Gannon, 2022, p. 35.
15 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2024.
16 Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2025; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2024.
17 Gannon, 2022, p. 35.
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transmitted infections, delayed brain development, lower educational attainment, and limited 
employment opportunities.

Abuse and neglect may result in toxic stress, which can change brain development and 
increase the risk for problems like posttraumatic stress disorder and learning, attention, and 
memory difficulties.18

Prevention

Also from the CDC:

Child abuse and neglect can be prevented. Certain factors may increase or decrease the risk of 
perpetrating or experiencing child abuse and neglect.

Preventing child abuse and neglect requires understanding and addressing the factors that put 
people at risk for or protect them from violence.

Everyone benefits when children have safe, stable, nurturing relationships and environments. 
We all have [a] role to play. 19

The Morris Center
The Morris Center by no means offers the only way to pursue treatment for childhood abuse in 
adulthood. However, many adults have found ASCA℠ meetings and the materials helpful, which are 
available at ascasupport.org.

In 1991, The Morris Center was initially founded as the Adult Survivors of Incest Foundation to provide 
individual and group sliding scale psychotherapy and low-cost educational and self-help programs for 
adult survivors of sexual abuse. In November 1993, its programs expanded to serve survivors of all 
types of child abuse, including neglect.20

In 1994, perceiving an increased need for cost-effective, easily replicable programs, The Morris Center 
shifted its primary focus to our ASCA℠ support program and discontinued its psychotherapy 
program.21

18 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2024.
19 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2024.
20 The Morris Center, 2015; Keiser, 2013.
21 Ibid.
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Concluding remarks
Neglect has been viewed as passive abuse, inaction, and acts of omission; violence has been viewed as
active abuse, action, and acts of commission.22 Both are harmful, and the Child Welfare Information 
Gateway (childwelfare.gov) puts “neglect” within its sections for Physical Abuse and Emotional Abuse 
in addition to its own Neglect section.23 While CDC and WHO distinguish neglect and abuse within 
maltreatment,24 the CDC and others specifically indicate that abuse and neglect are both harmful.25 
The distinction of neglect from abuse can be viewed as more technical.

The purpose of the article was to present neglect as a type of abuse, to give definitions and examples, 
to show that abuse, including neglect, can have immediate and long-term negative outcomes, and 
that treatment is available.

The mission of The Morris Center is to facilitate the healing and thriving of adult survivors of child 
abuse.

22 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2016; Gannon, 2022; Murnan, 2023.
23 Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2025.
24 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2024; World Health Organization [WHO], 2024.
25 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2024.
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