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Adolescent Neglect

Neglect is often not recognised in teenagers. Many of the behaviours exhibited 

by neglected teenagers may be interpreted by others as acting out when they 

may in fact be an indicator of neglect. For example:

❑ Young people missing from education.

❑ Using drugs and alcohol.

❑ Crime and anti-social behaviour.

❑ Missing from home.

❑ Not being brought to appointments.

All practitioners who come into contact with teenagers exhibiting the behaviours 

and issues above must actively consider neglect, rather than only addressing the 

problems they present. A sensitive exploration of teenagers’ experiences may 

help professionals understand their situation and allow the teenagers to access 

appropriate support themselves. 

The signs of neglect of older children may be more difficult to identify than signs 

of neglect in younger children. Older children may present with different risks. 

For example, older children may want to spend more time away from a 

neglectful home, and given their experience of neglect, they may be more 

vulnerable to risks such as going missing or offending behaviour. Teenagers who 

have experienced neglect may be particularly vulnerable to other forms of 

victimisation such as sexual or criminal exploitation; therefore, appropriate 

action should be taken. 

Key Points

1. Neglect of older children sometimes goes unseen. 

2. Work with parents to address the neglect of older children does not always 

happen. 

3. Services are not effective in identifying potential neglect of older children. 

4. The behaviour of older children must be understood in the context of 

trauma. 

5. Tackling neglect of older children requires a coordinated multi-agency 

approach.
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❑ As children get older, we expect them to take more responsibility for their 

actions. This is an important part of a child’s development from childhood 

to adulthood. However, older children still need a great deal of parental 

care, support and guidance (for example being supported to attend 

appointments). Parenting older children requires different skills, as does 

working with older children. 

❑ We know from research that the impact of long-term neglect can result in 

children experiencing trauma and the repeated experience of trauma can 

lead to posttraumatic stress. Early childhood or chronic trauma will most 

likely affect a child’s mental and emotional well-being and behaviour into 

adolescence and beyond. 

❑ Older children who suffer neglect may have been neglected for many years 

and can carry the legacy and impact of neglect at a younger age with them 

into adolescence. This means they are often not well equipped to cope with 

the many challenges that older childhood brings and may not get the 

support from parents to manage this transition.

❑ What older children require from their parents is also different to what 

younger children need. 

❑ Older children may also be skilled at hiding the impact of neglect by 

seeking support from places other than the family or by spending more 

time away from home, which in itself may put the child at more risk. They 

may appear ‘resilient’ and to be making choices about their lives, or 

developed skills and abilities associated with older children or adults, when 

in fact they are adopting behaviours and coping mechanisms that are not 

appropriate and unsafe.

An important part of child development in adolescence is that children develop 

the skills to gain independence and are seen to become increasingly 

responsible for their behaviour. However, older children still need guidance 

and support from their parents or appropriate adults. In particular they need a 

secure base from which to explore the world. 

Older children are, in fact, still children
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