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Objectives: Child neglect is a major public health problem. It is the most frequently reported

and substantiated form of maltreatment in youth protective services, and its effects are the

most harmful to children. Yet, very few studies have documented its extent and risk fac-

tors in the general population. This study aims at documenting the annual prevalence and

risk factors of child-neglect behaviours in the general population according to child age

and parental gender.

Study design: Cross-sectional population survey.

Methods: A sample consisting of 3298 mothers and 1104 fathers of children between six

months and 15 years old responded to a telephone survey. The prevalence of neglect was

documented using the short version of the Parent-Report Multidimensional Neglectful

Behaviour Scale for three child-age categories.

Results: Annual prevalence rates vary between 20.6% (95% CI 18.2e23.1) and 29.4% (95% CI

26.6e32.4) depending on the children's age. Although statements do not vary by parent

gender, the factors associated with neglect depend on whether they are reported by the

mother or the father. Mothers present more mental health problems, while fathers struggle

more commonly with difficulties related to their life context.

Conclusions: Measuring neglect in the population presents numerous challenges. None-

theless, this study made it possible to document the extent of neglectful behaviours in the

general population. The results confirm that the risk factors related to neglectful behav-

iours are similar to those documented in studies concerning situations of neglect reported

to the authorities. Other studies are needed to better understand how this phenomenon is

manifested in the population.
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Introduction

Child neglect is amajor public health problem. It is the form of

maltreatment most frequently reported to youth protective

services, and its many consequences for a child's develop-

ment are often detrimental. In the most severe cases, it can

cause major physical and cognitive developmental delays, as

well as irreversible impacts on the brain, including delayed

development of the prefrontal cortex affecting the executive

functions that are necessary for attention, decision making

and problem solving.1 With regard to socio-emotional and

behavioural development, it can lead to insecure or dis-

organised attachment, depressive disorders, aggressiveness,

substance use problems and dissociative symptoms that

persist in adolescence.2,3 Finally, like other forms of

maltreatment, the impacts of neglect may vary according to

the moment when it occurs in the child's life, its chronicity

and the presence of other forms of maltreatment.2

To date, the extent of neglect has been studied mainly in

child protective services. However, the number of children

exposed to neglectful behaviours in the general population

can be estimated based on a few surveys. The studies con-

cerned are characterised by their use of cross-sectional de-

signswhere adults from the general population aremost often

interviewed to document the lifetime prevalence of parental

neglect.4e6 In other studies, researchers document the prev-

alence over a shorter period, usually 12 months, with parents

from the general population7e9 or the youth themselves.10,11

As could be expected, the reported rates are generally lower

than those in the studies on lifetime prevalence due to the

shorter period covered. From a methodological standpoint,

however, these studies are often more rigorous than those

pertaining to lifetime prevalence, which present a great risk of

memory bias and may produce estimates based on non-

validated questionnaires.

In the USA, the surveys conducted with parents from the

general population report annual rates of neglect varying from

1% to over 20%. These variations depend on numerous factors,

such as the number of items, the forms of neglect docu-

mented, as well as the period covered by the measure. In the

surveys by Finkelhor et al., the annual prevalence of physical

neglect, based on one single item, is estimated at approxi-

mately 2%.11 Similar results were reported in the study con-

ducted by Theodore et al. with a large sample of American

parents.9 Meanwhile, in another population-based survey,

Straus et al. obtained much higher rates, with 27% of the

children being victims of one of the five forms of neglect

documented over the year, each item of their questionnaire

documenting one form of child neglect, the most common

being lack of supervision (19%).7

Neglect stems from a series of personal, family-related

and environmental factors. By its very nature, it affects

young children most particularly because of their greater

vulnerability and the extent of their developmental needs.2

Parents' depression, addiction and mental health problems

are often among the array of family-level factors that

contribute to neglectful parenting.4,12 Parental stress and

conjugal violence are also associated with the occurrence of

child neglect.2,4 Finally, environmental factors, such as

poverty and social isolation, are associated with neglect, even

more so than the physical and psychological forms of family

violence.13

This study aims at estimating the annual prevalence of

child-neglect behaviours in the general population in Quebec.

It also explores which factors are associated with contexts of

neglect by parent gender.

Methods

Participants

The data from this study were collected through a telephone

survey conducted by the Quebec Institute of Statistics (ISQ) in

2012 using a representative sample of 5371 Quebec house-

holds (province of Canada).14 To participate in this survey,

parents had to live at least 40% of the time with a child be-

tween six months and 17 years old. The sample selection

originated from a database derived from Quebec's child

assistance plan. Only one child per household was randomly

selected, so that the questions asked would correspond to the

child's characteristics. Since the measure of neglect used

in the survey concerns only children aged 15 years or under,

969 children aged 16e17 years were not considered. The an-

alyses were thus conducted on 3298 mothers and 1104 fa-

thers, for a total of 4402 children, distributed as follows: 1498

children between six months and four years old; 1235 chil-

dren between five and nine years old and 1669 children be-

tween 10 and 15 years old.

The majority of these children are from two-parent fam-

ilies (75%); the others live in single-parent (16%) or blended

(9%) families. The responding parents consider the family

income to be generally sufficient or high (92%), and a small

proportion consider themselves poor or very poor (8%). On

average, the respondents were 31 years old (SD: five years and

fivemonths) when their child was born and themajority had a

college or university education (79%). Finally, the children are

evenly distributed by gender (girls¼ 49%). This survey and the

resulting analyses were approved by the research ethics

committees of the ISQ and of the authors' universities.

Measures of child neglect

The short version of the Parent-Report Multidimensional

Neglectful Behavior Scale (MNBS) was selected for measuring

child neglect15 and translated into French with the authors'
permission. Each item, which varies according to the child's
age, covers four forms of neglect: emotional; cognitive; su-

pervision and physical. The answer choices are based on a

four-point scale expressing how frequently the situation oc-

curs (1 ¼ never to 4 ¼most of the time/all the time). While the

items in the original version of the MNBS concern the

responding parent as the perpetrator, the questions proposed

in the survey refer to ‘any adult in the home’. Furthermore,

the reference period used in the survey is the past 12 months,

rather than the past 6 months indicated in the MNBS. Table 1

presents each item regarding child neglect and its threshold/

cut-off point as suggested by the authors of the

questionnaire.15
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