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Background: Neglect is the most common allegation in Child Protective Services (CPS) investigations. Researchers and media have questioned whether and how CPS-investigated neglect
diﬀers from poverty. Prior studies are limited by self-reported or cross-sectional measures, small
samples, and short observation periods.
Objective: (1) To estimate the “added harm” of CPS-investigated neglect, net of poverty exposure
(depth and duration), on high school completion, employment and earnings, incarceration, and
teen parenthood; (2) To assess whether abuse is a stronger risk factor for adverse outcomes than
neglect.
Participants and Setting: 29,154 individuals born in 1993–1996 from Milwaukee County, WI, who
either received food assistance or were reported to CPS before age 16.
Method: Using logistic regression with a rich set of social and demographic controls, we compared individuals with CPS-investigated neglect, abuse, or both abuse and neglect in early
childhood or adolescence to those who experienced poverty but not CPS involvement. We calculated cumulative measures of poverty duration and poverty depth between ages 0 and 16 for
the full sample using public beneﬁt records.
Results: Outcomes among children with alleged or conﬁrmed neglect were statistically signiﬁcantly worse in all domains than impoverished children without maltreatment allegations,
and similar to children with alleged or conﬁrmed abuse. Eﬀect sizes varied by outcome.
Conclusions: Overall, this study suggests that CPS allegations of neglect are distinct from poverty
and an important risk factor for adverse outcomes in adulthood.

1. Introduction
In the U.S. Child Protective Services (CPS) system, the overwhelming majority of substantiated cases – over 70 % in 2016—involve some form of neglect (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2017). Neglect is generally deﬁned as a failure to meet the
basic needs of a child, typically encompassing food, shelter, clothing, medical care, and supervision (Child Welfare Information
Gateway, 2014). Because legal deﬁnitions of neglect include deprivation of material needs, some have questioned whether and how
neglect is distinguishable from economic hardship or poverty and whether labeling parents as perpetrators of neglect essentially
punishes poverty (Pelton, 2016; Roberts, 2014). In addition, there has been a growth in state and local diﬀerential response
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programs, which redirect “low-risk” cases—often a subset of neglect referrals—to a non-investigative, often voluntary system response that eschews victim/perpetrator labels (Hughes, Rycus, Saunders-Adams, Hughes, & Hughes, 2013). However, lack of clear
measures of the contexts of neglect in CPS records make it diﬃcult to ascertain whether CPS reports of neglect are largely “low-risk”
and primarily reﬂect material deprivation due to poverty. Moroever, the evidence base that seeks to diﬀerentiate the eﬀects of neglect
from those of poverty and abuse is limited by considerable data and measurement issues.
Current estimates suggest that 37 % of all U.S. children (and more than half of all U.S. Black children) experience a CPS investigation before their 18th birthday (Kim, Wildeman, Jonson-Reid, & Drake, 2017). An estimated 85 % of families investigated by
CPS are below 200 % of the federal poverty line (Dolan, Smith, Casanueva, & Ringeisen, 2011), suggesting a broad reach of CPS into
the lives of poor families. By comparing long-term outcomes of children reported to CPS for neglect with those who experience
varying degrees and durations of poverty, we can better understand whether the allegations of neglect investigated by CPS are
distinct from poverty in their eﬀects on children’s later functioning. By comparing children with neglect allegations and children with
abuse allegations, we further assess whether abuse is associated with worse social, educational, and economic and behavioral outcomes than neglect. Speciﬁcally, we address two research questions: (1) Do the social, educational, and economic outcomes of
children exposed to alleged neglect diﬀer from outcomes of children exposed to alleged abuse or to poverty alone, net of other
sociodemographic confounds?; and (2) How do the estimated eﬀects of child neglect and abuse compare to the estimated eﬀects of
poverty?
2. Background
Poverty is correlated with neglect (Berger & Waldfogel, 2011; Sedlak et al., 2010; Slack, Holl, McDaniel, Yoo, & Bolger, 2004),
and a small body of evidence indicates causal eﬀects of income on maltreatment and neglect speciﬁcally (Berger, Font, Slack, &
Waldfogel, 2017; Cancian, Yang, & Slack, 2013; Fein & Lee, 2003). Whether poverty contributes to neglect is not widely disputed;
what remains contentious is whether what is often reported or labeled as neglect simply is poverty. Indeed, one need not look far to
ﬁnd articles in mainstream media outlets written by or quoting academic scholars asserting that the system investigates or removes
children on the basis of poverty (Chill, 2018; Dewan, 2018; Wexler, 2019). State policy and local practices generally instruct CPS
caseworkers not to make a ﬁnding of neglect in situations that arose for reasons of poverty (Child Welfare Information Gateway,
2014), irrespective of whether the child was harmed or likely to be harmed in the future. Yet, the extent to which CPS caseworkers
are able to distinguish between poverty as a contributing factor versus poverty as the sole factor in neglect is questionable (Eamon &
Kopels, 2004).
2.1. Deﬁning neglect
A basic deﬁnition of neglect is the failure of a parent or caregiver to meet a child’s basic needs such that a child’s health or safety is
threatened (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2014). States’ civil statutes commonly delineate those needs to include food,
clothing, shelter, medical care, supervision, and protection. However, it is rarely possible to parse all of the forms of neglect that
could be occurring in an environment based on the documentation practices of most CPS agencies, where the details are contained in
narrative form and the sub-categories of neglect, if used, are broad. Thus, the vast majority of research on neglect uses a singular
construct, though some studies, typically those relying on parent-reported neglect, have diﬀerentiated physical neglect (lack of food,
shelter, medical care, or clothing) from all other forms of neglect (Berger et al., 2017; Font & Berger, 2015; Yang & Maguire-Jack,
2016).
Non-physical forms of neglect are commonly termed general neglect or supervision neglect, and often involve situations where
children are left alone or left in the care of an unsafe or inappropriate person, as well as children’s exposure to parental substance
abuse, domestic violence, or criminality. These forms of neglect often involve role-modeling of antisocial behavior by parents (e.g.,
intoxication, violence toward others, criminal acts). Given that parents are the predominant unit of socialization for children,
children may internalize and practice the values expressed in their parents’ behaviors. Though current national measures (U.S.
Department of Health & Human Services, 2017) are not considered reliable, smaller studies have estimated that parental substance
abuse was a contributing factor in at least one-third, and perhaps as many as 80 %, of CPS cases (Murphy et al., 1991; Semidei, Radel,
& Nolan, 2001; Young, Boles, & Otero, 2007). In addition to adverse eﬀects of in-utero drug and alcohol exposure, substance abuse
may compromise parental competence in numerous ways. Intoxicated parents are less aware of or attentive to their children’s needs;
they may behave more erratically or aggressively; and, when dependent on substances, parents may be focused on the acquisition of
drugs or alcohol rather than caregiving responsibilities (Mayes & Truman, 2002). Although substance abuse is not constrained to
those of lower socioeconomic status, substance abuse can aﬀect ﬁnancial stability by interfering with employment and directly
consuming resources that could be spent on housing, food, and other basic needs. Similarly, exposure to domestic violence is believed
to negatively aﬀect children not only due to the impact of witnessing harm to others, but also because the non-oﬀending parent’s
capacity to connect with, discipline, and attend to the needs of their children is compromised (Holt, Buckley, & Whelan, 2008). In
cases related to lack of supervision, which may or may not involve substance abuse, children are deprived of cognitive stimulation
and emotional connection, and may have greater opportunity for delinquent behavior.
2.2. Evidence on poverty, neglect, and development
The causal impacts of childhood poverty are most clearly demonstrated for children’s academic and cognitive outcomes (Duncan,
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Magnuson, & Votruba-Drzal, 2017), and are at least partially explained by diﬀerences in cognitive enrichment (Reeves & Howard,
2013). Cognitive enrichment can take a variety of forms—reading to children, taking them to museums or other places that facilitate
learning, and regular age-appropriate interaction and communication. It can also be provided through multiple sources – parents,
extended family, day care providers, or school personnel. Although poverty may limit the quality of day care providers and schools
available, parents in poverty provide varying degrees of other forms of stimulation (Sperry, Sperry, & Miller, 2019). Because neglect
often manifests in poor supervision and lack of attention to children’s well-being, parents who are neglectful may provide the least
cognitive enrichment. Hence, neglected children would be expected to exhibit, on average, worse academic outcomes than their nonneglected low-income peers.
The same factors may be relevant for understanding diﬀerences between poor non-neglected and neglected children in socialbehavioral outcomes. The lack of supervision and consistent expectations among neglected children may leave them ill-equipped to
follow the rules and structure of other environments, including school and work, whereas exposure to inappropriate caregiver
behavior (aggression, drug use, unreliability) provides behavioral role models that are not conducive to adaptive social functioning.
Children with impoverished but non-neglectful parents may have higher exposure to inappropriate role models due to the concentration of poor families in disorganized, high-crime, neighborhoods (Voisin, 2007); they may also have less consistently structured
environments due to more scheduling instability in low-wage jobs. If CPS reports of child neglect primarily reﬂect structural constraints faced by poor families, then minimal diﬀerences in early adulthood outcomes would be expected between children with
neglect allegations and children from poor families without such allegations. In contrast, if impoverished non-neglectful parents are
better able to control their children’s environments and provide consistent nurturing than parents suspected of neglect, then their
children would be expected to exhibit comparatively better social-behavioral outcomes than their neglected counterparts.
However, income poverty is not suﬃcient for understanding youth outcomes; rather, it is when poverty leads to material hardship
or deprivation that parenting behavior and child well-being are most impacted (Gershoﬀ, Aber, Raver, & Lennon, 2007). Thus, it may
be that families reported for neglect are simply the most severely and chronically economically disadvantaged, but that the primary
issue remains economic in nature. Regardless, economic deprivation aﬀects children in part because economically-distressed parents
are less attentive, more harsh, and have more intrafamilial conﬂict (Conger, Ge, Elder, Lorenz, & Simons, 1994; Newland, Crnic, Cox,
& Mills-Koonce, 2013). It is possible that the parents who have the least successful coping mechanisms are most likely to maltreat
under conditions of economic stress. Comparing children with CPS neglect allegations with children exposed to varying levels of
poverty severity and duration provides insight into whether alleged neglect is distinctively harmful.
Notably, neglect can also arise independently of poverty, but there is limited understanding about the context in which this
occurs. It is possible that neglect manifests diﬀerently—and has diﬀerent eﬀects—in non-poor families. Parents who have the resources to meet their child’s basic needs but are unwilling to do so may have a more negative impact, at least psychologically, on their
children than parents who are unable due to ﬁnancial problems. Additionally, poverty may exacerbate the negative impacts of
neglect. Neglected but wealthier children may receive better educational supports due to higher quality schools that compensate for
inadequate stimulation and support at home. Additionally, the risks of a lack of supervision may be greater in poor families. Given the
correlation between individual and neighborhood poverty, and between neighborhood poverty and crime (Sampson, Raudenbush, &
Earls, 1997), neglected youth living in poverty may have greater exposure to deviant peers that compound (or are not oﬀset by)
parental inﬂuences. Thus, neglect may increase the risk of adverse academic and social-behavioral outcomes overall, but especially
for youth in poverty.
2.3. Limitations of prior studies
Prior studies suggest that poor families are more likely to perpetrate abuse and neglect (Sedlak et al., 2010) and reach CPS at
higher rates because they face greater risks (Jonson-Reid, Drake, & Kohl, 2009). Yet, studies examining the eﬀects of neglect typically
control for or match respondents on current parent-report income (Chen, Propp, & Corvo, 2011; English et al., 2005; Manly, Lynch,
Oshri, Herzog, & Wortel, 2013; Whitaker, Phillips, Orzol, & Burdette, 2007). Individuals often underreport total income (Davern,
Rodin, Beebe, & Call, 2005)—especially income from beneﬁt programs (Meyer & Mittag, 2015)—or refuse to disclose income
(Epstein, 2006). Moreover, households may transition in and out of poverty, and a snapshot of income does not account for the
unique impact of persistent childhood poverty (McLeod & Shanahan, 1993). Absent historical data on families’ income, eﬀects of
neglect will be overstated if chronic poverty is more common among neglectful families than non-neglectful families. Studies also
often combine all forms of child maltreatment into one variable (Lau et al., 2005), which can be problematic if individual types or
combinations of maltreatment have diﬀerential etiologies or sequalae. Similarly, research focusing on a single type of maltreatment
will likely overstate its eﬀects, due to the high rate of co-occurance of multiple maltreatment types (Turner, Vanderminden,
Finkelhor, & Hamby, 2019; Vachon, Krueger, Rogosch, & Cicchetti, 2015).
2.4. Current study
The current study leverages administrative data to identify the associations of poverty and neglect with a host of young adult
outcomes. By measuring neglect and poverty longitudinally, we construct a more relevant comparison group for neglected children
and thereby improve identiﬁcation of neglect eﬀects. To address the co-occurrence of multiple forms of maltreatment, and to investigate whether abuse is more harmful than neglect, we compare four groups of children: those exposed to poverty but not
maltreatment, those exposed to neglect but not abuse, those exposed to physical or sexual abuse but not neglect, and those exposed to
a combination of abuse and neglect. We further consider whether the associations of abuse and neglect with young adult outcomes
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vary by duration or depth of poverty exposure during childhood. Lastly, we acknowledge that CPS involvement can itself impact
children, net of the eﬀects of maltreatment. The eﬀects of CPS involvement, though estimated to be largely null (Aﬁﬁ, McTavish,
Turner, MacMillan, & Wathen, 2018; White, Hindley, & Jones, 2015) could be positive or negative, and the impacts of CPS involvement are confounded by the severity of maltreatment, given that more severe maltreatment is more likely to result in intervention. Thus, we also conduct subsample analyses that exclude children who received a CPS intervention, in order to ascertain
whether children with ostensibly lower risk CPS cases nevertheless experience more adverse outcomes in young adulthood than
children from low-income families.
3. Method
3.1. Data and sample
This study used the Wisconsin Administrative Data Core, a linked longitudinal administrative dataset housed at the Institute for
Research on Poverty at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, combined with records from the Wisconsin Department of Public
Instruction (DPI) for the years 2005–2016. The Data Core includes individual-level administrative records from state-administered
public social welfare program data systems, which have been linked across programs and over time. We speciﬁcally used records from
the child welfare system (CPS; which includes foster care data), Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP; formerly food
stamps), Unemployment Insurance system (UI; which includes earnings data), Supplemental Security Income program (SSI), cash
welfare, Department of Corrections (DOC), and the Milwaukee County Jail. Child welfare records were not completely electronic in
all Wisconsin counties until mid-2004. Thus, the analysis focused on children from Milwaukee County, which had electronic child
welfare records beginning in January 2000. Children did not need to remain in Milwaukee County as adults to be included in the
study – outcome measures were captured statewide.
To ensure that children’s alleged maltreatment was observed from a relatively early age, we included only those born between
1993 and 1996; thus, the sample was largely between the ages of 3 and 7 when CPS records became available (January 2000).
Because some of the early adulthood outcomes (teen parenthood and high school completion) can occur before legal adulthood, we
focused on poverty and maltreatment occurring prior to age 16. Outcome data for the sample were observed until their 20th birthday.
Of those born between 1993 and 1996, youth were included in the sample if they resided in Milwaukee County at some point during
childhood, and received SNAP or were the alleged victim on a CPS investigation prior to age 16. There were 39,102 youth identiﬁed
under this target population. Youth were excluded if they were reported to have died before age 20 (n = 164), were known to have
moved out of state (n = 2676); their only maltreatment allegations were not deﬁned as abuse or neglect or occurred at or after age 16
(n=1259); they spent time in out-of-home care for any reason (4495); or they were missing information on their biological mother
(n = 1354). The ﬁnal sample size was 29,154 individuals. We excluded children who spent time in out-of-home care because it would
not be possible to diﬀerentiate the eﬀects of their maltreatment exposure from the eﬀects of their out-of-home care experiences. This
exclusion may understate eﬀects of maltreatment, as the most severely maltreated children would likely experience out-of-home
placement at higher rates.
The CPS portion of the sample (n = 9278) was divided into two groups: those for whom the CPS system provided in-home services
or petitioned the family court (n = 1477) and those whose allegations led to no intervention (n = 7801). Because more severe cases
are more likely to result in intervention, the eﬀects of intervention confound the eﬀects of maltreatment in severe cases. However, by
focusing on suspected maltreatment that was considered insuﬃciently severe to warrant intervention, we address whether non-severe
cases of neglect are distinct from poverty.
3.2. Measures
3.2.1. Outcomes
We focused outcome measurement primarily on the ﬁrst two years of adulthood, at ages 18 and 19.
Data from the Milwaukee County Jail and all Wisconsin state prisons were used to construct binary indicators of incarceration.
Because those who appear in prisons are likely to have committed (or been charged with) more serious oﬀenses than those who
appear in jail only, we modeled jail incarceration and prison incarceration separately.
Parenthood by age 20 was based on multiple sources of data to link children to their biological parents, including Medicaid and
child support records, as well as other public assistance and child welfare records. The parenthood measure included children born to
parents under the age of 18 as well, though a majority of births occur at ages 18 and 19.
High school graduation was a binary indicator drawn from Department of Public Instruction records; it did not include youth who
attended private or choice schools, or youth who were home-schooled; thus, models of this outcome were based on a smaller sample
of 24,161.
Stable employment was equal to 1 if a youth reported earnings in six or more quarters in the ﬁrst eight quarters following their
18th birthday (i.e., were employed 75–100 % of quarters in their ﬁrst two years of adulthood).
Earnings were measured as the average earnings per quarter in the ﬁrst eight quarters after their 18th birthday, adjusted for
inﬂation. Employment and earnings were not available for individuals missing a valid social security number; analysis for those
outcomes was based on a slightly reduced sample of 28,701. Together, the six outcome measures captured multiple domains of
functioning: educational, economic, and social-behavioral.
4

Child Abuse & Neglect 101 (2020) 104356

S.A. Font and K. Maguire-Jack

3.2.2. Poverty
To measure poverty, we relied on data from SNAP (food assistance). Although the threshold for SNAP eligibility is slightly above
the federal poverty line (130 %), its usage among poor families is far higher than for other means-tested programs; thus, it is among
the most inclusive measures of poverty that can be gleaned from administrative data. Rate of SNAP participation among eligible
persons was approximately 83 % in 2015, with highest participation among the families in greatest economic need (U.S. Department
of Agriculture, 2017). To capture childhood poverty, we identiﬁed those who were ever enrolled in SNAP prior to age 16.
However, families may enroll in SNAP due to a temporary economic shock or prolonged economic need, and families enrolled in
SNAP have diﬀerent levels of need. If neglect cases are comprised of more chronic or more severe poverty, then those who were ever
SNAP recipients would not be an adequate comparison group. Thus, we created measures of duration and depth of poverty. Duration
of poverty was equal to the percent of a subject’s childhood months (ages 0–16) in which they received SNAP. Poverty depth was
equal to the average percent of the maximum beneﬁt that the subject’s family received, conditional on receiving a beneﬁt. The
percent of maximum beneﬁt was equal to the amount received in a month divided by the maximum beneﬁt for their household size
permitted under USDA rules, where a higher percentage indicates that the family had less income to contribute to their own food
costs. Months in which no beneﬁt was received were not included in the calculation of poverty depth.
3.2.3. Maltreatment
Maltreatment types that were investigated or conﬁrmed by CPS were used to create four categories: No alleged or conﬁrmed
maltreatment (NM), alleged or conﬁrmed neglect only (NO), alleged or conﬁrmed abuse only (AO), and alleged or conﬁrmed abuse
and neglect (AN). The main indicator of neglect was based on investigated allegations of neglect by CPS that occurred between year
2000 and the child’s 16th birthday. We used the 16th birthday as a cutoﬀ to avoid measuring outcomes such as teen parenthood and
high school dropout that were determined prior the onset of maltreatment. The primary code, “Neglect - general lack of care,” was
fairly generic and thus did not provide indications of the underlying circumstances. Abuse allegations included physical, sexual, and
emotional abuse allegations. Types of maltreatment were drawn both from the allegations identiﬁed in the initial CPS report and from
substantiation disposition following the investigation, where applicable. In the main models, we did not diﬀerentiate between investigations that were substantiated (conﬁrmed), because it is not clear such distinctions are indicative of the veracity of allegations
(Hussey et al., 2005; Kohl, Jonson-Reid, & Drake, 2009). Rather, investigations were diﬀerentiated on the basis of intervention.
Because CPS intervenes in a limited number of cases where intervention is perceived as necessary to protect the child, it is likely that
these cases involve higher risk or more harmful situations that cases in which intervention was not provided. We excluded children
removed from the home because that is an intervention that direct impacts child well-being in ways that are beyond the scope of this
study, whereas in-home services are largely focused on the child’s caregivers and eﬀects on child well-being would be indirect (Berger
& Font, 2015). Intervention was deﬁned as providing services or case monitoring or involving family court. It was not possible to
diﬀerentiate eﬀects of intervention from severity of maltreatment – no independent measures of severity or harm were available in
the data.
3.2.4. Covariates
We controlled for several factors that may confound associations of poverty and maltreatment with education, economic, and
social outcomes. Youth characteristics controlled in all models were year of birth, sex, race/ethnicity, and receipt of SSI (as a proxy
for disability status). Family characteristics were mother’s age at ﬁrst birth, number of children born to mother, number of fathers to
mother’s children, and marital status at child’s birth. We also controlled for subjects’ mothers’ receipt of cash assistance, employment,
earnings, and incarceration when the subject was ages 0–5.
3.3. Analysis
Logistic regression models were used to regress the outcome measures on the maltreatment measure, the poverty measures, and
the interactions between maltreatment and poverty. The poverty measures were mean-centered and models include the interaction of
poverty duration and depth. To ease interpretation of multi-category interaction terms, We plotted the predicted probabilities of each
outcome by maltreatment and poverty duration, with all other variables held constant. Models focused on comparisons between
youth from low-income families (i.e., youth who received SNAP beneﬁts) without CPS history and (1) all youth with a CPS investigation, (2) youth with a CPS investigation but no intervention, and (3) youth with a CPS intervention.
4. Results
4.1. Sample description
Table 1 contains a description of the full sample by group (no allegations of maltreatment [NM], alleged neglect only [NO],
alleged abuse only [AO], alleged abuse and neglect [AN]). Youth in the NM and AO groups experienced a shorter duration of poverty
(40 and 38 % of childhood months) than those in the NO or AN groups (49 and 53 % of childhood months). NM youth had a higher
estimated depth of poverty while receiving SNAP beneﬁts than the maltreatment groups – NM youth received about 63 % of the
maximum beneﬁt while on SNAP, versus 58 % for NO youth, 60 % for AN youth, and 52 % for AO youth. Similarly, NO and AN youth
were more likely to have mothers who received cash welfare in early childhood (NO youth: 76 %, AN youth: 79 %) than NM youth
(64 %) or AO youth (68 %), and had mothers who were less frequently employed and had lower earnings. Mothers of NO and AN
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Table 1
Sample Description by Maltreatment Exposure (full sample).

N

No Alleged Maltreatment
(NM)

Alleged neglect Only (NO)

Alleged neglect and abuse
(AN)

Alleged abuse only (AO)

19,876

3,060

2,248

3,970

%/Mean
Poverty Measures (SNAP receipt,
age 0–16)
Never
—
Duration (% months received)
40.10
Depth (mean % max beneﬁt when 62.78
received)
Outcomes through age 20
Graduated high school
77.53 %
Teen parenthood
12.85 %
Milwaukee County Jail
8.52 %
State prison
1.81 %
Regular employment
35.54 %
Average quarterly earnings
$1036.39
Characteristics of Youth's Biological Mother
Age at ﬁrst birth
20.18
Number of children
3.77
Incarcerated at child ages 0–5
0.42 %
Received cash welfare at child
63.61 %
ages 0–5
Avg. quarters employed at child
1.66
ages 0–5
Avg. annual earnings at child ages 7015.34
0–5
Youth Family Status
Child was a marital birth
12.49 %
Child was a nonmarital birth
66.33 %
Child's birth status unknown
21.18 %
Paternity not established
32.79 %
Paternity established, no support 12.50 %
order
Support order
54.71 %
Youth Demographics
White non-Hispanic
14.69 %
Black non-Hispanic
55.25 %
Hispanic (any race)
17.89 %
Other race/unknown race
12.17 %
Female
48.40 %
Born 1993
24.55 %
Born 1994
24.99 %
Born 1995
24.83 %
Born 1996
25.63 %
Received SSI as child
7.04 %

SD

%/Mean

SD

%/Mean

SD

%/Mean

SD

29.23
18.42

10.49 %
49.18
57.56

32.46
26.55

5.46 %
52.82
59.57

30.00
22.41

15.10 %
38.47
51.55

31.38
27.23

1284.24

63.59 %
18.10 %
13.76 %
3.92 %
29.58 %
$930.18

1226.56

59.10 %
23.49 %
17.93 %
4.85 %
30.65 %
$914.19

1200.99

72.28 %
15.99 %
12.04 %
2.92 %
35.47 %
$1035.01

1243.87

4.36
1.98

19.24
4.51
0.88 %
76.34 %

4.07
2.26

19.28
4.20
1.38 %
79.31 %

4.02
2.08

20.15
3.51
0.81 %
67.91 %

4.41
1.90

1.38

1.62

1.27

1.70

1.26

2.01

1.35

9060.26

6232.74

9517.43

6265.95

8477.96

9296.42

11106.12

12.78
71.90
15.33
23.86
11.67

%
%
%
%
%

14.99 %
75.62 %
9.39 %
17.17 %
11.03 %

17.23
67.10
15.67
22.14
12.29

64.48 %

71.80 %

65.57 %

18.59
59.71
11.44
10.26
47.35
24.28
24.54
24.58
26.60
12.03

22.51 %
53.20 %
15.61 %
8.67 %
53.02 %
21.09 %
25.04 %
26.20 %
27.67 %
18.28 %

22.29
51.01
15.39
11.31
53.25
24.23
24.51
24.71
26.55
11.66

%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%

%
%
%
%
%

%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%

Notes: SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. SSI = Supplemental Security Income (means-tested cash assistance program for children or adults with disabilities).

children were also younger at ﬁrst birth than mothers of AO and NM children.
Similarly, there were signiﬁcant bivariate diﬀerences in the outcomes of youth by maltreatment exposure. Youth in the NO and
AN groups were less likely to complete high school (64 % and 59 %) than youth in the AO or NM groups (73 % and 78 %). NO and AN
youth were also more likely to have a child before age 20 (18 % and 23 %, vs. 16 % and 13 %). Youth in the AN group were more
likely than all other youth to have been in jail (18 %) or prison (5 %) by age 20; NO youth and AO youth had similar risks of jail (14 %
vs. 12 %) and prison (4 % vs. 3 %), whereas NM youth had the lowest risk (jail 9 %, prison 2 %). NO and AN youth were less likely to
be stably employed and had lower average quarterly earnings than AO or NM youth.

4.2. Regression results
4.2.1. Is maltreatment associated with young adult outcomes, net of poverty exposure?
In our ﬁrst set of models, we estimated the odds of each outcome as a function of maltreatment, poverty duration, average poverty
depth, and sociodemographic controls (coeﬃcients for control variables not shown). In the full sample we found that, compared with
NM youth, all youth with maltreatment allegations had lower odds of high school graduation and regular employment, lower average
6
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earnings, and higher odds of teen parenthood and jail or prison incarceration. AN youth were less likely to graduate high school and
more likely to become teen parents than NO or AO youth. AO youth higher odds of incarceration and NO youth high lower odds of
stable employment. There were no statistically signiﬁcant diﬀerences between NO and AO youth in the odds of high school graduation, teen parenthood, or earnings. Both poverty duration and poverty depth were negatively associated high school graduation,
and positively associated with teen parenthood and imprisonment. Poverty duration during childhood was associated with slightly
higher odds of regular employment and with higher average earnings, whereas poverty depth was associated with lower odds of
regular employment and lower earnings. Notably, we cannot account for whether youth were enrolled in postsecondary education,
which may reduce employment and earnings. Given lower rates of high school completion, it is likely that maltreated youth would
also have lower rates of college enrollment; failure to account for college may downwardly bias estimates of diﬀerences in employment and earnings.
The subsample models (Panels B and C) show that youth with CPS allegations that did not lead to any intervention were
nevertheless distinct in their outcomes when compared to NM youth – the coeﬃcients are similar to those reported in the full sample
models. When focusing only on CPS youth who receive an in-home intervention (Panel C), the size of coﬃcients diﬀers from the nonintervention group, though not in a consistent direction. Again, more negative outcomes in the intervention group may be attributable to eﬀects of the interventions themselves, but there is no evidence that in-home services negatively impact youth outcomes.
4.2.2. Eﬀect sizes
We estimated the predicted probabilities or means (earnings only) of various outcomes across diﬀerent values of poverty exposure
and maltreatment. Predicted values were based on logistic regression models for Panel B that allowed associations between maltreatment and each outcome to be moderated by poverty depth and duration. We do not show these interaction models in table form
because of limitations in the interpretability of interaction terms in the context of logistic regression and instead focus on the
predicted values. We speciﬁcally examined the predicted probability (or mean, for earnings) of each outcome at average, low, and
high poverty exposure. Average was deﬁned as the mean sample value for duration and depth (duration = 40 % of childhood months
or 6.4 years of poverty, depth = average 63 % of maximum beneﬁt). Low poverty exposure was -1 standard deviation on both metrics
(duration = 10 % of childhood months or 1.6 years of poverty, depth = average 42 % of maximum beneﬁt), and high poverty
exposure was +1 standard deviation on both metrics (duration = 70 % of childhood months or 11.2 years of poverty, depth =
average 84 % of maximum beneﬁt). Covariates were held constant at the mean for quantitative measures and at the base value for all
categorical control variables except race and sex, which were treated as balanced across groups. We focused on comparisons of those
with no known maltreatment (NM) to those with maltreatment allegations that did not result in any CPS intervention to exclude any
eﬀects of CPS intervention on risk. Wald tests were used to determine the statistical signiﬁcance of group diﬀerences.
Fig. 1 displays predicted probabilities of high school graduation and teen parenthood. Among those with average (sample mean)
poverty duration and depth, the predicted probability of high school graduation for NM youth was 0.83, about 7 percentage points
(PP) higher than for NO and AO youth (p < .001), and 14PP higher than AN youth (p < .001). In comparison, the diﬀerence in
probability of high school graduation for NM youth with high versus average poverty exposure was 5PP, statistically signiﬁcantly

Fig. 1. Probability of High School Graduation and Teen Parenthood by Alleged Maltreatment and Poverty Exposure, Panel B.
Notes: Estimates are predicted probabilities and 95 % conﬁdence intervals from logit models including all variables from Table 2 plus interactions
between maltreatment and poverty duration, and between maltreatment and poverty depth. Predicted probabilities are estimated treating race and
sex as balanced across groups, and holding all other categorical covariates constant at the base category and quantitative covariates at mean.
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Fig. 2. Predicted Probabilities of Jail and Prison Incarceration before Age 20 by Alleged Maltreatment and Poverty Exposure, Panel B.
Notes: Estimates are predicted probabilities and 95 % conﬁdence intervals from logit models including all variables from Table 2 plus interactions
between maltreatment and poverty duration, and between maltreatment and poverty depth. Predicted probabilities are estimated treating race and
sex as balanced across groups, and holding all other categorical covariates constant at the base category and quantitative covariates at mean.

smaller than diﬀerences associated with neglect only, abuse only, or combined abuse and neglect. That is, the decrease in probability
of high school graduation associated with a CPS investigation is greater than the decrease associated with spending an additional 4.8
years in poverty. At average poverty duration and depth, the probability of teen parenthood for NM youth was 0.10, similar to the
risk for NO youth (p = .107), and 3PP lower than AO youth (p < .001) and 4PP lower than AN youth (p < .001). In comparison,
risk for high poverty NM youth was .13, statistically equivalent to the rates of average poverty AO and AN youth, but higher than
average poverty NO youth (p=002).
Predicted probabilities of experiencing jail and prison by age 20 are shown in Fig. 2. The predicted probability of jail by age 20
was 0.03 for NM youth at average poverty exposure, 1 P P lower than NO youth (p < .001), 3PP lower than AN youth (p < .001),
and 2PP lower than AO youth (p < .001). In comparison, NM youth with high poverty exposure were 2PP more likely to experience
jail – the ‘eﬀect’ of a 1 SD increase in poverty duration and depth was not signiﬁcantly diﬀerent from that of neglect (NO, p = .150),
abuse and neglect (AN, p = .052), or abuse (AO, p = .203). Findings for risk of prison were similar to ﬁndings for risk of jail.
Lastly, the predicted probabilities of stable employment and predicted average quarterly earnings are shown in Fig. 3. The
predicted probability of stable employment in the 8 quarters after reaching age 18 was .41 for NM youth at average poverty exposure;
6 P P lower than for NO youth (p < .001) and AN youth (p < .001), and 4PP lower than AO youth (p < .001). Moreover, all
maltreatment groups at average poverty had a lower probability of stable employment (p < = .008) and lower earnings
(p < = .026) than NM youth with high poverty exposure.
4.2.3. Sensitivity analyses
We tested additional models with an interaction between poverty depth and poverty duration and a nonlinear term for poverty
duration. Neither change substantively altered the results. We also acknowledge possible diﬀerences in the eﬀects of substantiated
and unsubstantiated investigations. However, because the vast majority of children who never received a CPS intervention also did
not have substantiated investigations, it was not possible to separate eﬀects of substantiation and intervention.
5. Discussion
This study sought to assess whether, and how, the eﬀects of CPS-investigated neglect diﬀer from poverty and from CPS-investigated abuse. Of course, causal eﬀects of maltreatment are diﬃcult to identify, given that experimental designs would be unethical and there are many confounding factors. However, in this study, we improve on prior estimates by accounting for a rich set of
longitudinal childhood economic and family characteristics. We found that youth with CPS-investigated neglect have substantially
worse outcomes –lower rates of high school graduation and regular employment, and higher rates of teen parenthood and incarceration –than youth without maltreatment allegations who were exposed to similar duration and depth of poverty. Moreover,
worse outcomes were observed even for youth with allegations that led to no CPS intervention – ostensibly low-risk cases. Lastly,
whereas youth exposed to both abuse and neglect fare worse than youth exposed to a single form of maltreatment, we found no
consistent indication that abuse was associated with worse outcomes than neglect. Rather, abuse was more predictive of jail and
9
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Fig. 3. Probability of Stable Employment and Mean Quarterly Earnings at Ages 18 and 19, by Maltreatment and Poverty Exposure, Panel B.
Notes: Estimates are predicted probabilities (for employment) or means (earnings) and 95 % conﬁdence intervals from logit (employment) and linear
(earnings) regression models including all variables from Table 2 plus interactions between maltreatment and poverty duration, and between
maltreatment and poverty depth. Predicted values are estimated treating race and sex as balanced across groups, and holding all other categorical
covariates constant at the base category and quantitative covariates at mean.

prison incarceration, whereas neglect was more predictive of lacking stable employment. This is consistent with prior research
showing that neglect is strongly associated with cognition and learning, which may aﬀect employment, whereas abuse is more
predictive of externalizing behavior, which may manifest in criminal activity (Font & Berger, 2015; Manly, Kim, Rogosch, & Cicchetti,
2001).
About ninety percent of our maltreatment sample (88 % for Neglect only, 93 % for Abuse and Neglect, 84 % for Abuse only)
received food assistance at some point prior to age 16, conﬁrming that the CPS system is overwhelming comprised of children from
low-income families. Moreover, the children that reach the attention of CPS spend more time in poverty than other children on public
assistance. However, our study suggests that allegations of neglect matter beyond the eﬀects of poverty, and that the process of
reporting and screening for investigation is, on average, eﬀectively capturing a distinctly at-risk subset of impoverished youth.
Indeed, children identiﬁed as at risk of neglect have worse outcomes than impoverished children across multiple domains, even at
high levels of poverty. To the extent that the risks of neglectful families are distinct from non-neglectful impoverished families,
interventions targeting economic needs alone may be inadequate.
The ﬁndings of this study also challenge the perception that neglect is less harmful than abuse. Prior researchers have speculated
that this perception may be due to the consequences of abuse being more immediately observable than the consequences of neglect
(Dubowitz, 2007). Nevertheless, the divergence in outcomes for neglected youth and impoverished non-neglected youth is signiﬁcant, at least by early adulthood. Given the prevalence of neglect and the increased risk of adverse outcomes associated with
neglect, targeted eﬀorts to prevent and treat the eﬀects of neglect warrant greater priority.
The ﬁndings of this study also have implications for the CPS system. Our results suggest that current child protection practice
(what is reported to CPS and screened in for investigation) is, on average, identifying a subset of impoverished children at disproportionately high risk of adverse life outcomes – it is not targeting low-income families indiscriminately. At the same time,
allegations that led to no intervention were nevertheless associated with adverse outcomes. In other words, alleged maltreatment that
is either unable to be proven or is deemed insuﬃciently severe to warrant intervention is nevertheless a signiﬁcant predictor of a host
of outcomes – net of poverty and demographics. Notably, however, CPS may not be the appropriate agency to address the risks faced
by these youth, given that the services provided or procured by CPS predominately focus on reducing the risk that parents will
perpetrate new maltreatment, not on children’s health or development (Berger & Font, 2015). As a result, the social-emotional and
educational needs of children may not be directly addressed. Increased access to high quality services for all families coming to the
attention of CPS, regardless of screening and substantiation decisions is critical for improving outcomes for all children. Some states
have implemented tracks in which families who are screened out or unsubstantiated are oﬀered voluntary services to help improve
family circumstances in an eﬀort to prevent future maltreatment. However, prevention of future maltreatment may not be suﬃcient
to improve children’s developmental outcomes. Given that factors like teen parenthood, low educational attainment, and criminality
are risk factors for perpetrating maltreatment, greater attention to the developmental needs of children investigated by CPS – by way
of proper assessment and referral to services for children– may pay dividends via reduced intergenerational transmission.
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5.1. Limitations and implications for future research
We note several limitations. First, the data are from residents of a single county, and, given variability in how maltreatment is
reported and screened across states, these ﬁndings may not generalize nationally. For example, agencies that decline to investigate a
greater proportion of lower-risk referrals may observe larger diﬀerences between its CPS population and the broader population of
impoverished children, whereas agencies that investigate most or all referrals may observe weaker diﬀerences. Milwaukee County,
the site of this study, investigates approximately 80 % of reports (Dumas, Elzinga-Marshall, Monahan, van Buren, & Will, 2015) – a
higher rate than the national average (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2017).
Second, the measures of maltreatment types are simplistic, given the breadth and depth of allegations that may be investigated.
This study demonstrated only that, at various thresholds of poverty, those with neglect allegations have a higher probability of
adverse outcomes than those without any maltreatment allegations, and are similar to those with abuse allegations. Yet, it remains
possible that, for example, allegations involving inadequate supervision due to parental substance abuse are uniquely predictive of
adverse outcomes, whereas allegations pertaining to inadequate housing are not. Although many studies of neglect rely on CPS
allegation codes, this remains a serious limitation to the study of neglect. The measures also contain no indication of severity of harm
and it is impossible to ascertain whether the abuse and neglect groups were exposed to the same degree of harm or risk of harm. It is
possible that there is a diﬀerent threshold for removal to out-of-home care in cases of abuse than neglect because the impacts are
more immediately observable (e.g., physical injuries), and that, as a result, the in-home CPS abuse and neglect groups are substantively dissimilar.
Third, our comparison group suﬀers some contaminiation (e.g., some of those without identiﬁed maltreatment allegations experienced maltreatment) for two reasons: not all maltreatment is investigated by CPS and electronic CPS records were not available
prior to 2000. Contamination concerns are somewhat diminished by the numerous years of CPS data, as the cumulative likelihood
that a maltreated child reaches the attention of CPS should increase over time. Nevertheless, contamination is likely to downwardly
bias our estimates. Studies combining survey and administrative data to account for sample contamination would address this
problem.
Fourth, there may be omitted variables that bias our ﬁndings. For example, families with neglect allegations may be more likely to
have speciﬁc forms of material hardship, such as housing instability, than families in our poverty comparison conditions. Housing
problems are very common among families involved with CPS (Courtney, McMurtry, & Zinn, 2004) and may be a unique risk factor
for adverse outcomes (Slack, Font, Maguire-Jack, & Berger, 2017).
Lastly, we acknowledge limitations to the use of SNAP receipt to measure poverty. Although the vast majority of those eligible
receive assistance, especially those at higher rates of poverty (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2017), not all do. Moreover, there may
be misreporting in income and assets, which could result in inaccurate estimates of poverty depth for some children. However,
because these measures are consistently structured over time, have some degree of validation due to program eligibility veriﬁcations,
and do not rely on self-report, we argue these measures are preferable to those used in other studies.
Nevertheless, given these limitations, researchers should continue to examine the eﬀects of neglect to conﬁrm or challenge our
ﬁndings, and our results identify areas where measurement could be improved. Our research points to the need to account for
multiple forms of maltreatment exposure. A great deal of existing research focuses on a single form of maltreatment, or measures
maltreatment type based on what is alleged at a single point in time. Our ﬁndings show that youth exposed to both abuse and neglect
fared signiﬁcantly worse than youth exposed to abuse or neglect alone; thus, studies that focus on abuse without accounting for
neglect, or assign a hierarchy of maltreatment in which abuse is assumed to be primary, will likely overstate the eﬀects of abuse. In
addition, our study emphasizes the need to disaggregate the multiple subtypes of neglect. For decades, researchers have called for
improvement to the measurement of neglect, in order to better identify its antecedents and consequences (Dubowitz, Pitts, & Black,
2004; Slack, Holl, Altenbernd, McDaniel, & Stevens, 2003) but federal data collection through the National Child Abuse and Neglect
Data System continues to combine all forms of neglect, and other prominent surveys of child maltreatment also include limited
measures of neglect. More research is needed to determine the longterm eﬀects of neglect subtypes, and, particularly, whether they
are distinct from poverty.

5.2. Conclusion
The CPS system receives a large volume of referrals each year, most of which involve neglect and result in no intervention. Yet,
several years after the alleged incident of neglect, youth are at high risk for adverse outcomes, net of poverty exposure and family
characteristics. Indeed, even among those exposed to long-term poverty, those who also have neglect allegations are less likely to
graduate high school or to be regularly employed, are more likely to experience incarceration, and have lower earnings. Notably,
these ﬁndings largely hold even when focusing only on “low-risk” CPS cases (those for which no intervention was provided). For
many outcomes, there are no diﬀerences between those with neglect allegations and those with abuse allegations, although those
with both abuse and neglect allegations are at highest risk of adverse outcomes. In sum, despite that childhood poverty and neglect
are frequently comorbid, neglect has distinctly negative associations with youth outcomes, similar to abuse. Given that deﬁnitions of
neglect are broad and administrative measures are simplistic, we cannot determine what exactly children reported for neglect are
experiencing that places them at increased risk. However, this study suggests that it is not poverty alone.
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