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Learning Overview: After attending this presentation, attendees will better understand that sometimes caring for a child with chronic health conditions
can be perceived as a burden by the parents, leading to a higher risk of physical abuse and neglect.

Impact on the Forensic Science Community: This presentation will impact the forensic science community by highlighting the importance for
pediatricians to perform accurate investigations in order to assess if nutritional deficits in children can be ascribed to some types of neglect or to a
chronic congenital disease.

Child neglect is a rising concern in industrialized countries and, despite being often underreported, it represents the most prevalent form of
maltreatment.! Welch and Bonner defined two main categories of neglect: deprivation of necessities or caregiver’s inability to provide for the child’s
basic needs (e.g., food, water, shelter, medical care, clothing, and education) and neglect or failure to provide adequate supervision and safety according
to the child’s developmental age.?

In the same countries, the prevalence rates of childhood chronic illnesses that fall under a specific medical discipline such as endocrinology, cardiology,
gastroenterology are on the rise. In particular cancer, Diabetes type 1 (DM1), chronic infections, neurological impairment, hypoxemia from congenital
heart defects, and gastrointestinal diseases (malabsorption, celiac disease, etc.) are increasing.’

In order to contribute to the knowledge of the topic, this study performed a five-year retrospective analysis of suspected neglect cases managed by the
multidisciplinary “Bambi” Unit of the Pediatric Hospital “Regina Margherita” of Turin, Italy, dedicated to child abuse, between January 2015 and
December 2019. Among the 998 children treated by the Unit in this period, 96 were suspected cases of child neglect. Among them, 27 children were
affected by chronic health conditions: 10 young boys and 17 girls; the mean age was 4.9 years. The family status analysis identified the same number
of divorced and not divorced parents. Childhood chronic illnesses included: DM1 (nine cases), congenital heart defects (three children), dermatological
diseases (four cases), neurological impairment (three children), malabsorption (six cases), and recurrent infections (two children). Almost half of the
cases were reported to the Judicial Authorities and social workers intervened because the parents were deemed unable to properly care for them. The
most serious case involved a 12-year-old girl, affected by DM1, who died subsequent to hyperglycemic coma. Her mother exhibited severe parent-
child interactional difficulties leading to inadequate insulin administration. She also displayed tentative and inconsistent parental behaviors and
inefficient coping skills.

This case provides attendees with a better knowledge of some conditions, such as severe metabolic imbalance or nutritional deficits, that may result
from either child neglect or chronic congenital diseases.* Sometimes both situations overlap, making it hard for health care providers to reach a proper
differential diagnosis. Not only a deeper medical investigation, but also a holistic approach, is mandatory to prevent the symptoms from worsening,
requiring prompt medical care and social support.
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