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In March 2020, when COVID-19 was acknowledged as a worldwide pandemic, 
many countries dedicated their efforts to mitigate the virus and its negative health 
outcomes. One of the most frequent solutions was forced lockdowns, which was 
found to be beneficial in decreasing the spread of the virus. Today, after a year of 
international efforts to diminish the virus, we are at a stage where we can see the 
impact of these measures on children during COVID-19. Specifically, we now need 
to reflect on what happened to the prevention of child maltreatment (CM) during 
this time.

There is an accumulation of knowledge with respect to the dramatic decrease of 
CM reports to formal systems worldwide during the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreo-
ver, researchers have been stressing that this decrease should not be attributed to an 
increase in the safety of children but rather due to the adverse impact of the lock-
down on the system’s ability to see and protect children (e.g., Baron et  al., 2020; 
Katz & Cohen, 2020). In addition, there is growing evidence that during COVID-19, 
various CM risk factors significantly increased (Conrad-Hiebner & Byram, 2020; 
Proulx et al., 2021; Rodriguez et al., 2020; Wu & Xu, 2020), such as parental job 
loss (Lawson et al., 2020), parental social isolation (Lee et al., 2021), and mental 
health issues (Russell et al., 2020). Adding to this, parental stress was found to be 
a major CM risk factor that increased during COVID-19 and an increase in self-
reported child abuse was found for parents experiencing heightened stressors (Law-
son et al., 2020).

It is important to note that alongside the worrisome decrease in CM reports 
and a significant increase in risk factors for CM, several studies have illustrated an 
increase in children’s display of stress (Jiao et  al., 2020), their reports on experi-
enced violence to helplines (Petrowski et al., 2020) as well as an increase in chil-
dren’s physical injuries referred to hospital emergency units (Kovler et al., 2020).

The initial data from the past year of the pandemic raises a discussion regard-
ing the regression of prevention efforts during this time. We argue that COVID-19 
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reverted any progress of prevention efforts. Furthermore, during the pandemic, most 
of the various systems’ resources and responses were dedicated solely to the tradi-
tional child protective model of CM, meaning its identification and investigation.

We believe that this regression is embedded in the general context of a dimin-
ished focus on children’s rights worldwide during the pandemic. From this, three 
main globally harmful aspects are derived: the shutdown of formal systems and lim-
ited access to resources for children and their families; the impact of COVID-19 
on social contexts, with social distancing generating social alienation and increased 
racism; and increased inequality.

The Neglect of Children’s Rights by Governments and Policy‑makers

While previous studies have indicated how the children’s rights movement provided 
a grounded rationale for a public health approach in the prevention of CM (Prinz, 
2016), the focus of policy-makers during COVID-19 was to limit the spread of the 
virus. This resulted in health restrictions with a blind spot for children’s basic rights 
(e.g., Katz & Cohen, 2020) and the four related principles: non-discrimination, the 
best interests of the child, the right to survival and development, and the views of 
the child (Children’s Rights Alliance, 2021).

The implementation of health restrictions without any consideration for children’s 
rights is exemplified in the implementation of a rapid return to home policy for chil-
dren in care in various countries, which left little time for proper preparation of the 
children and their families. This raised concerns among practitioners of non-govern-
ment organizations, as some children returned to unsafe environments and could not 
be monitored (Goldman et al., 2020; Wilke et al., 2020).

Another example is the switch to remote learning without safeguarding children’s 
right to education. Some children might struggle more than others with remote 
learning (Drane et al., 2020). It might be that these children have mental, emotional, 
or high learning needs that their parents are not equipped to fulfill in place of school 
staff (Masonbrink & Hurley, 2020). Furthermore, they could be facing other chal-
lenges to educational engagement such as crowded homes with multiple children 
needing to use a single computer (Rabinovitch, 2020; Schneider, 2020) or psycho-
social threats in the home environment (Scheer & Laubenstein, 2021). Others might 
not even have access to computers and the internet due to low income (Masonbrink 
& Hurley, 2020), homelessness (Schneider, 2020), or cultural norms that do not 
allow the use of the internet (Nachshoni, 2020).

The impact of the pandemic extends well beyond the damage done directly to 
children’s routines. Economic hardship, for example, has resulted in an increase in 
child labor and the sexual exploitation of children (Larmar et al., 2020). Simultane-
ously, there has been a lack of focus on the impact of COVID-19 on children. Recent 
reports estimated that, as of February 2021, as many as 37,300 children in the USA 
aged 0 to 17 years have lost at least one parent due to COVID-19. This is an increase 
of 17.5 to 20.2% (Kidman et al., 2021) compared to pre-COVID rates of parental 
loss. This means that during the pandemic, children worldwide were not provided 
with their most basic rights while living in escalating toxic environments.
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The Shutdown of Formal Systems

The outbreak of COVID-19 was followed by the implementation of various health 
restrictions, such as social distancing and lockdowns, which included limiting 
the operation or shutting down many formal systems in children’s lives, such as 
schools. This created a situation in which children’s access to mandated reporters 
was greatly reduced. Various countries severely limited community services and 
institutions (e.g., Katz & Cohen, 2020) responsible for fulfilling many children’s 
needs (Bérubé et al., 2020). The mandated restrictions highly affected families’ 
abilities to benefit from community resources (Campbell, 2020), such as non-
urgent healthcare (Wong et al., 2020) and social services (Katz & Cohen, 2020).

The closure of schools appears to have had devastating results in this regard. 
Schools are a central facet of children’s daily routines (Letzel et  al., 2020). 
They can be a safe haven for children suffering from abuse and neglect at home 
(Bartholet, 2020), a place to ask for support, or their main source of a hot meal 
(Cardoso et al., 2019). As such, it has been argued that prolonged social isolation 
and school closures during COVID-19 might have led to serious ramifications for 
children’s wellbeing, for example, regarding their mental health (Lee, 2020). Previ-
ous research has found limited interaction and communication with school staff to be 
linked to changes in CM report rates. Hence, during the pandemic, child educators 
are the mandated reporters who have been found to have the highest decrease in CM 
report rates (Baron et al., 2020). Additionally, findings have consistently pointed to 
a drop in CM reports during school closures, with the largest drop from informants 
from educational systems (Baron et al., 2020).

This limited access has also affected child protection services, with workers 
reporting a change of focus in their work, as child protection became second priority 
to fulfilling families’ basic needs (Toros & Falch-Eriksen, 2020). In this reality, the 
practice of child protection might be reduced to the very basic principles of child 
protection, such as identifying and investigating suspected abuse, with limited pro-
active child protection. Although essential to the protection of children, these prac-
tices done in isolation represent a regression from proactively preventing abuse to 
only addressing its consequences.

Although some digital interventions have been developed and implemented 
(Honda et al., 2020), social services workers have expressed mixed opinions about 
family engagement and improvement levels (Self-Brown et  al., 2020). It has been 
argued that face-to-face meetings are irreplaceable (Jentsch & Schnock, 2020). 
Consequently, child protection service workers have mentioned the lack of physical 
access to families as a challenge in protecting children in need.

Additionally, child protection services face various challenges in adapting CM 
prevention to the COVID-19 reality. A recent study examined the implementation 
of the Safe-Care preventive initiative during the pandemic in an online platform 
(Self-Brown et al., 2020). Along with recognizing the success of this attempt, the 
researchers indicated that this solution was only relevant to families with access to 
computers and the internet, which is not the reality for many children and their fami-
lies across the globe.
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The Pandemic’s Impact on Communities and Social Interactions

The efforts to restrict the spread of the virus, mainly through lockdowns and 
social distancing, has compromised community social cohesion, physically sepa-
rated community members, and might have acted as a barrier to the ability of 
communities to support families in a time of crisis and protect children from mal-
treatment (Nay, 2020). This led to two potential detrimental outcomes for fami-
lies. First, parents’ ability to rely on informal support systems for childcare, such 
as extended family, may have been compromised. Second, children’s visibility to 
others outside the family home was decreased.

Previous literature has established the link between social isolation and CM 
through consistent empirical findings (for review, see Ridings et al., 2017)  ,First 
isolation might damage protective neighborhood-level factors (e.g., Leventhal & 
Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Ross & Mirowsky, 2009), such as collective efficacy and 
neighborhood cohesion (Coleman, 1988; Coulton et  al., 2007; Putnam, 2001; 
Sampson & Morenoff, 2004; Sampson et al., 1997). These factors have been pre-
viously found to be associated with outcomes such as CM rates (e.g., Molnar 
et al., 2016), parenting competence (Davidson Arad et al., 2020), and children’s 
safety and wellbeing (for reviews, see Coulton et al., 2007; Maguire-Jack, 2014).

Additionally, the forced shutdowns and increased distress within the family 
unit (e.g., Lee et  al., 2021) may have resulted not only in social distancing but 
also social alienation. In many ways, the pandemic has been an economic cri-
sis. Therefore, the outcome has been that many people worldwide are competing 
for limited resources. Previous studies have indicated the enormous impact that 
communities, social cohesion, and social competence have on children and their 
safety. However, it is now clear that there is much more to do to decrease the 
adverse impact of the pandemic on communities and social interactions to create 
safe and nurturing environments for children.

The Crucial Role of Intersectionality in Preventing CM

All aspects of identity, including socio-economic factors and cultural norms, can 
impact wellbeing, particularly in relation to the larger societal context and access to 
government support, which is crucial to CM prevention. We are now witnessing the 
residual effects of the COVID-19 crisis on families worldwide. One central issue is 
that some communities have suffered from the rise in racism and violence, with immi-
grants, asylum seekers, and other minorities being blamed for the spread of the virus 
(UNICEF, 2020a, b), a perception that has been strengthened by the media and politi-
cians (Liu & Modir, 2020). This could also put children’s wellbeing at risk. A recent 
study has found that Chinese-American parents’ exposure to racism during COVID-19 
was linked to poorer mental health among their children (Cheah et al., 2020).

Additionally, COVID-19 restrictions have caused many parents to struggle in 
meeting their children’s basic needs (Conrad-Hiebner & Byram, 2020). Some fami-
lies, for example, have resorted to child labor to survive, as their country does not 
offer unemployment financial aid or social security (e.g., Nepal; Larmar et al., 2020). 
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COVID-19 has deepened the existing inequality in other aspects (Akseer et al., 2020), 
such as access to food (Kassa & Grace, 2020), education, and healthcare (Katz 
et  al., 2020; Molnar et  al., 2021), all of which could result in higher rates of 
COVID-19 infection and death tolls (Shadmi et al., 2020). This may lead to a shift 
of vulnerable communities’ resources and focus from child protection to physical 
survival.

In a recent framework suggested by a group of international scholars (Katz et al, 2020), 
it was suggested that a framework including intersectionality must be disseminated 
into policy efforts to avoid the escalation of endangering children’s lives and safety 
during a pandemic. In addition, the researchers illustrated how social alienation and 
escalating racism targeted children from adverse contexts, which only further ham-
pered their safety.

Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic has amplified perilous conditions for children, fami-
lies, and communities with fewer resources. Approaches of prevention, especially 
in times of a worldwide pandemic, stress that context must inform the paradigm, 
thereby addressing the crucial role of intersectionality and equality, which is essen-
tial to carry out effective prevention.

Prevention cannot happen in a vacuum. In order to prevent CM, children’s needs 
must be seen. They need to be provided with their basic rights and working sys-
tems that can see, approach, and communicate with them, but also with one another. 
They also need strong communities around them, where people will care for them 
and be willing to act to advance their safety. However, none of these conditions was 
possible in COVID-19, but rather the contrary. While policy-makers and the public 
worldwide were dedicating their attention and resources to mitigate the virus, chil-
dren, their rights, and their protection from CM were neglected.

A year into the pandemic, with evidence of the adverse impact on millions of chil-
dren across the globe, it seems that there was a rapid process of digression regard-
ing CM prevention and advancing children’s safety. Even when resources targeted 
CM, they were dedicated to the basic steps of identification and investigation. This 
signals the necessity of a movement that includes the international community in an 
attempt to implement a public health approach to CM in addition to the traditional 
strategy of child protection. In many ways, the pandemic acted as a magnifier of 
child protection services’ strengths and weaknesses, leaving us only with practices 
that we are strong at as a worldwide community—identification and investigation of 
CM. Therefore, it is not surprising how these are the practices that were continued 
during the pandemic. The pandemic illustrated that CM prevention is still far from 
being a part of our daily lives; hence, it completely disappeared during COVID-19. 
Our mission now, as a community of scholars dedicated to the protection of children 
from maltreatment, is to do whatever is needed to integrate prevention strategies as a 
basic practice in our daily lives and public agenda. Maybe then, when future world-
wide crises will arrive, there will be better mechanisms in place to see our children, 
ensure their rights, and advance their safety.
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