
How Neighborhood Conditions Can Shape  
Child Welfare Involvement 

A review of the research



A growing body of research suggests that neighborhood conditions 
have an independent effect on child maltreatment and child welfare 
involvement — and that placed-based strategies can offer another tool 
to support families and combat family separation

FPP’s full explainer: How Neighborhood Conditions Can 
Shape Family Life and Influence Child Welfare 
Involvement, Explained.

https://familypolicynyc.org/explainer/neighborhood-conditions/
https://familypolicynyc.org/explainer/neighborhood-conditions/
https://familypolicynyc.org/explainer/neighborhood-conditions/
https://familypolicynyc.org/explainer/neighborhood-conditions/


This slide set highlights 23 studies on two major 
areas of neighborhood research:

 1. BUILT  
 ENVIRONMENT

GREENSPACE
DISORDER & 
RESOURCE ACCESS

2. SOCIAL FABRIC

 COLLECTIVE EFFICACY

The explainer and slide set are not comprehensive research reviews; FPP reviewed 95 articles in preliminary screening and 
selected 31 based on relevance to the key areas outlined in the explainer. See the full list of studies reviewed here.

For a deep dive into dozens of studies, read our Explainer

https://familypolicynyc.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Reference-List-Neighborhood-Explainer.pdf
https://familypolicynyc.org/explainer/neighborhood-conditions/


Built Environment  

Physical features of a neighborhood that  
shape everyday family life: 

• greenspace & playgrounds 

• libraries 

• walkability 

• housing quality 

• access to affordable food and transportation 

• availability of services, like healthcare, and social 
resources like community centers



How Might Neighborhood Built Environment Influence Child 
Maltreatment? Caregiver Perceptions (Haas et al., 2018) 

400 caregivers identified direct and indirect impacts of the built environment on 
child welfare involvement: 

• Shared public places act as “relief valves” that give children outlets and allow 
caregivers to rest and connect with others 

• Neighborhood disorder and lack of resources affect families’ thresholds for 
navigating other everyday pressures 

• The neighborhood's physical condition impacted caregivers' internalized sense 
of well-being 

BUILT ENVIRONMENT

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6207936/


“Community centers, 
playgrounds, libraries…
things that the children 
can do that are positive, so 
parents can kind of get 
that reprieve…maybe be at 
home prepping dinner or 
just having a moment to 
relax.” 

— (Haas et al., 2018)

BUILT ENVIRONMENT

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6207936/


From Neighborhood to Household: Connections Between 
Neighborhood Vacant and Abandoned Property and Family Violence 
(Fleckman et al., 2024) 

From surveys of 218 mother-child pairs: 

• Mothers living in neighborhoods with more vacant/abandoned buildings 
had over 2x the rate of self-reported maltreatment and neglect 

• Suggests a unique and direct effect of physical neighborhood 
characteristics

DISORDER

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11865376/


“Community-engaged efforts 
to improve the built 
environment by mitigating or 
maintaining neighborhood 
vacant and cited property 
should continue to be a 
focus of interventions for 
reducing family violence” 

– Fleckman et al., 2024

DISORDER

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11524-024-00938-9


• Less physical disorder (i.e. graffiti, litter, abandoned cars) and social 
disorder (street harassment, public intoxication) was associated with 
lower rates of indicated reports (Molnar et al., 2016) 

• More positive neighborhood perception (i.e. less litter, drug activity) 
was related to lower self-reported maltreatment — though not 
neglect (Solomon et al., 2023)

DISORDER

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26684963/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0145213423003198?via=ihub


“Neighborhoods with high 
levels of problems may lack 
opportunities for children to 
play outside and engage with 
peers, increasing behavior 
problems that strain 
caregivers.”  

— Solomon et al. (2023)

DISORDER

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0145213423003198?via=ihub


• Areas with the lowest tree canopy and green space had the highest 
reports of child abuse and neglect (Barboza-Salerno, Duhaney et al., 
2025) 

• More neighborhood greenery, like tree cover and park space, was 
associated with decreased risk of substantiated child maltreatment, 
cases accepted for services and foster care placement – even when 
controlling for poverty and other factors (He et al., 2024)

GREENSPACE

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Gia-Barboza-Salerno/publication/391861975_Beyond_Social_Disadvantage_Advancing_an_Environmental_Justice_Framework_to_Address_Child_Maltreatment_Risk/links/682aedfc6b5a287c3042765c/Beyond-Social-Disadvantage-Advancing-an-Environmental-Justice-Framework-to-Address-Child-Maltreatment-Risk.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Gia-Barboza-Salerno/publication/391861975_Beyond_Social_Disadvantage_Advancing_an_Environmental_Justice_Framework_to_Address_Child_Maltreatment_Risk/links/682aedfc6b5a287c3042765c/Beyond-Social-Disadvantage-Advancing-an-Environmental-Justice-Framework-to-Address-Child-Maltreatment-Risk.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2024.107030


Associations Between Micro‑Neighborhood Greening and Child 
Maltreatment (Sokol et al., 2022) 

In almost 10,000 micro-neighborhoods, summer lawn maintenance of vacant 
properties (greening) was associated with fewer maltreatment reports: 

• Greening vacant properties was associated with 57% fewer reports 

• Relationship remained after adjusting for other variables (e.g., 
neighborhood disadvantage, poverty and crime) 

• Pattern also remained “within-neighborhoods,” meaning more 
maintenance in the same neighborhood was associated with fewer reports

GREENSPACE

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s42448-021-00109-2


• The accessibility of stores that accept SNAP associated with fewer 
hotline calls (-4.4%) and fewer substantiated investigations (-11.3%) 
(Bullinger, 2021) 

• Results are mixed on whether closer access to social services (i.e. 
substance abuse, mental health) are associated with fewer 
maltreatment reports. Some found this pattern, others found the 
opposite or no relationship (Morton et al., 2014; Maguire-Jack & Klein, 
2015; Maguire-Jack & Negash, 2016). 

RESOURCES & 
SERVICES

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1570677X21000393?via=ihub
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24529493/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26026359/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26026359/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0190740915301043?via%3Dihub


NEGATIVE BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT

• Results are also mixed on how negative features like liquor stores 
impact involvement and maltreatment.  

• Some found a higher density of bars was associated with higher rates 
of physical maltreatment, reporting and foster care entries over 
time, although others found mixed or opposite patterns (Freisthler et 
al., 2007; 2014; Morton et al., 2014, Freisthler & Holmes, 2012).

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/17446565/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/17446565/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0145213414001045?via%3Dihub
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24529493/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25284922/


“Family violence occurs in 
the context of deeply rooted 
structural and social 
inequities that are reflected 
in the built environment.” 

– Fleckman et al., 2024

NEGATIVE BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11524-024-00938-9


SOCIAL FABRIC 

Relationships that knit a community together; 
between people and between informal groups, 
neighborhood orgs and institutions. 

Collective efficacy describes a sense of place and belonging that 
enhances shared responsibility and prompts action to address concerns. 
Neighborhoods with high collective efficacy have: 

• lower crime 

• stronger civic engagement 

• greater resilience during crises



• Several child welfare studies show that stronger social networks and 
higher participation in community life are linked with lower child 
welfare involvement (Ma et al., 2018; Molnar et al, 2016) 

• Participation in neighborhood institutions (such as churches or 
community-based organizations) was associated with lower self-
reported maltreatment (Cao & Maguire-Jack, 2016) 

• Higher neighborhood poverty was linked to more substantiated 
maltreatment because of weaker social cohesion in these 
neighborhoods, not poverty alone (McLeigh et al., 2018)

SOCIAL FABRIC

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0145213418301236?via%3Dihub
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26684963/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5472093/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0190740918303451?via%3Dihub


Social Capital and the Nonprofit Infrastructure; an Ecological Study 
of Child Maltreatment (Mayer, 2023) 

Neighborhoods with higher civic engagement and nonprofit density had 
fewer maltreatment reports: 

• Each 1% increase in civic engagement was linked to a 3% drop in the 
reporting rate 

• More nonprofits also linked to lower maltreatment rates, each 1% rise in 
density predicted a 14% decrease 

• These reinforce one another too: civic engagement had a stronger link 
to lower reporting in neighborhoods with more nonprofit density

SOCIAL FABRIC

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/jcop.22984


“Nonprofits may spark 
activism, fostering or 
maintaining social networks, 
and motivating residents to 
improve their communities.” 

–  Mayer, 2023

SOCIAL FABRIC

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36649562/


• Neighborhoods with a stronger social fabric had lower substantiated 
cases of neglect, physical abuse and sexual abuse, even after taking into 
account factors like poverty, according to a study that used 1995-2005 
data from Robert Sampson’s landmark study on Chicago neighborhoods 
to examine the impact of collective efficacy and other social processes 
(i.e. social fabric) on child welfare involvement (Molnar et al, 2016) 

• Several studies found that higher perceived collective efficacy was 
associated with lower maltreatment; although others found no direct 
relationship (Wang & Frost, 2025; Kim & Maguire-Jack, 2015; Freisthler 
& Maguire-Jack, 2015; Maguire-Jack & Font, 2017; Barnhart & Maguire-
Jack, 2016).

COLLECTIVE 
EFFICACY

https://scholar.harvard.edu/sampson/content/chicago-project-phdcn-0
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26684963/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S014521342500002X?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0145213413002159?via%3Dihub
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4618762/pdf/nihms726402.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4618762/pdf/nihms726402.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4618762/pdf/nihms726402.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4618762/pdf/nihms726402.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4618762/pdf/nihms726402.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4618762/pdf/nihms726402.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28595465/
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.09.003
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.09.003
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.09.003
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.09.003
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.09.003
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.09.003


The Effect of Collective Efficacy on Child 
Welfare Involvement in NYC 

Data analysis by the Columbia University 
Center on Poverty and Social Policy found 
that, in New York City, collective efficacy has 
an independent effect on child welfare 
involvement at the Community District level. 

Analysis by Christian Baclao, Christopher T. Wimer and Sophie Collyer, Poverty Tracker 
at the Columbia University Center on Poverty and Social Policy. Data provided by ACS. 

Neighborhoods with higher collective efficacy had lower indicated 
investigation rates and foster care entries in 2022, even after taking 
into account neighborhood poverty and other disadvantage.



“Strategies to mobilize 
neighborhood-level 
protective factors may 
decrease child maltreatment 
more effectively than 
individual and family-focused 
efforts alone.” 

–  Molnar et al., 2016

SOCIAL FABRIC

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26684963/


Questions? 

Contact FPP!
info@familypolicynyc.org


