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Introduction 
This essay aims to discuss the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on children and families languishing in poverty within the UK. The coronavirus pandemic is a respiratory infection first reported in China before it spread to other parts of the world (Holt and Murray, 2021; United Nations, 2020). Being a highly infectious disease (Pensiero et al., 2020), various governments were forced to impose movement restrictions such as lockdowns to reduce the transmission of the virus (Blundell et al., 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic impacted the world economies negatively, leading to economic recession (Holt and Murray, 2021). However, these impacts were felt unevenly depending on every country’s economic prowess. The introduction of lockdowns and social distancing led to the closure of major companies (especially the hospitality industry), forcing some people to become jobless (Blundell et al., 2022; UK Parliament, 2021). Essential amenities such as schools and churches also closed down, forcing children to stay indoors (Pensiero et al., 2020; United Nations, 2020). 

According to Holt and Murray (2021), children from poor families suffered greater social and economic impacts of the pandemic compared to those from rich families in the UK. For instance, the retrenchment of people from poor families meant that their dependents had to go hungry on some days (Blundell et al., 2022; UK Parliament, 2021). This is because poor families rarely have sufficient funds to save and use in times of crisis/ pandemics like COVID-19 (Pensiero et al., 2020; United Nations, 2020). Therefore, there is a need for the identification of these impacts to help the UK government scale the nature of the challenge and plan support services accordingly. Accordingly, this essay will review the literature to identify the impacts of COVID-19 on children and families living in poverty in the UK.

Reduced salaries and wages 
Working people from poor families faced unfair treatment at their workplaces during the COVID-19 pandemic (Brown et al., 2022; UK Parliament, 2021). Shortly after the pandemic commenced, poor households experienced issues of financial insecurity due to retrenchment, reduced salaries/wages and increased demands from families (Witteveen, 2020). However, a report by Mayhew and Anand (2020) shows that most working-class people from rich families encountered a general gain in income during the COVID-19 pandemic. Being locked indoors meant that consumption was significantly higher compared to earnings. For poor families, this depleted most of their little earnings leading to issues such as hunger and emotional distress (Brown et al., 2022). Even for people whose jobs were not affected, worsening living conditions were reported (Su et al., 2022; UK Parliament, 2021). 

Additionally, research shows that there was a general rise in utility bills for both the rich and the poor during the pandemic (Witteveen, 2020). This is because most people spend time indoors thus, utilise water and electricity more than during normal periods (Mayhew and Anand, 2020). Although this trend dropped back to normal by march 2021 (Brown et al., 2022; Geels et al., 2022), the initial increment put pressure on families living in poverty in the UK. 

The COVID-19 pandemic caused at least 1.7 million children to live in poor families battling with debts (Witteveen, 2020; Mayhew and Anand, 2020). Additionally, at least 2.1 million children were made to live in families struggling to pay utility bills due to the pandemic (Su et al., 2022). Lack of utilities such as water increased the risks of these children suffering waterborne diseases such as cholera. Additionally, lack of electricity increases the risks of loneliness since both children and family members cannot connect with the outside world through electronic gadgets such as TV and phones (Brown et al., 2022; Geels et al., 2022). As noted earlier, rich families reported an increment in wealth accumulation due to the pandemic, while the poor reported a general decline. Furthermore, whereas rich families in the UK reported a significant decline in debts during the pandemic, poor families borrowed more to fund their basic needs (Witteveen, 2020; Mayhew and Anand, 2020). These pieces of evidence show that COVID-19 impacted disproportionately the working classes, from the rich and the poor, in the UK. Reduced income levels and increased borrowing characterised the life of poor families while the rich enjoyed savings and reduced debts. 

Increased food shortages
The UK government has instituted various emergency interventions since the COVID-19 onset to mitigate the problem of food insecurity (Brown et al., 2022). However, emerging evidence (e.g., Armstrong et al., 2021) shows that UK citizens, particularly those affected by poverty, are now food insecure than before the pandemic. This piece of evidence depicts the widening gap of food insecurity across various classes of UK citizens exacerbated by COVID-19. Pool and Dooris (2022) argue that for children, eating proper diets is vital for their mental and physical growth. This is the fundamental focus of the equality act in the UK, especially for children and families battling poverty. Lack of proper diets affects children from social and biological perspectives. For instance, Power et al. (2020) holds that poorly nourished children are less likely to concentrate in class thus, affects their academic performance negatively. This argument has been reported by many studies (e.g., Brown et al., 2022) on children hailing from poverty-stricken households. 

Biologically, poor diets are linked to health conditions such as obesity, kwashiorkor, marasmus, and diabetes (Pautz and Dempsey, 2022). Again, these conditions have been reported on most children from poor families, especially due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Armstrong et al., 2021). Given the evidence, it is clear that the current food system in the UK has not adequately addressed disparities caused by the pandemic. For instance, Armstrong et al. (2021) report that food insecurity amongst poor families in the UK has remained consistently higher compared to rich families over the last decade. Due to this, at least 21% of poor families reported severe food insecurity just two weeks after the onset of COVID-19 and the lockdown (Pautz and Dempsey, 2022). 

As noted earlier, food insecurity impacts the health, education and cooperation of children. Accordingly, children tend to be sickly, post poor academic performance and may sometimes depict challenging behaviours (Armstrong et al., 2021). For instance, Pautz and Dempsey (2022) established that children facing food shortages experienced emotional distress that culminated in mental illnesses such as anxiety. Again, these pieces of evidence depict clearly how the COVID-19 pandemic has hampered the equality act requirements in the UK. Children require adequate food and nutrition in order to grow physically and mentally. A lack of sufficient food can cause children to become up to 1.2cm shorter than their normal height (Pautz and Dempsey, 2022). Accordingly, the UK government needs to identify and address the issue of food insecurity to allow children to enjoy life. 

Increased cases of mental illnesses
Evidence shows that most children from poor families suffered specific emotional challenges, which can be attributed to the UK government’s way of managing the pandemic (Asbury et al., 2021; Pierce et al., 2020). For instance, children are worried about school, rapid changes to routines and uncertainty about the future after the first lockdown (Gadermann et al., 2021). Due to this, the UK mental health sector witnessed increased mental illnesses such as anxiety and depression (Burn and Mudholkar, 2020; Pierce et al., 2020). For children particularly, a lack of communication about school caused them to panic, stress and anxiety (Asbury et al., 2021). With the closure of schools, most kids missed playing with their colleagues thus, felt lonely and isolated (Gadermann et al., 2021). Changes in normal routines also led to emotional challenges leading to anxiety (Tromans et al., 2020). Children faced difficulties adjusting to the routines of staying indoors for long hours and rarely going out to play. Additionally, Burn and Mudholkar (2020) report that most children develop negative images of themselves due to being accused of spreading the virus. As the UK government eased out the first lockdown, most children felt that their social skills had been negatively altered due to isolation (Asbury et al., 2021; Alradhawi et al., 2020; Pierce et al., 2020). Accordingly, these children faced difficulties interacting again with the outside world even after the lockdowns had been lifted. 

Although COVID-19 caused general mental health impacts on the UK population, children from poor families suffered greater impacts. This is because the pandemic worsened the poverty scenarios leading to emotional distress for children from poor families (Tromans et al., 2020). For instance, research by Gadermann et al. (2021) reported that most children from poor families felt worried about the financial status of their families. The reduction of salaries/wages for poor families meant that most children could not access essential healthcare services thus, reported poor mental health outcomes (Asbury et al., 2021; Alradhawi et al., 2020). Furthermore, children from poor families struggle with social issues such as the death or hospitalisation of family members due to contracting COVID-19 (Burn and Mudholkar, 2020). As noted by Tromans et al. (2020), the chances of children or members of poor families contracting the coronavirus were thrice higher due to poor observance of the containment measures. 

Declined physical health
By reducing income amongst poor families, the COVID-19 -pandemic worsened the health inequalities in the UK (Pierce et al., 2021). Evidence shows that low-income earners are less likely to seek quality healthcare services thus, tend to report poor physical health outcomes (Cheng et al., 2021). For children, evidence shows that those from poor households are more likely to report poor physical health compared to those from rich families (Hefferon et al., 2021; Ingram et al., 2020). This is linked to poor nutrition and diets that lead to physical illnesses such as diabetes and reduced immunity (Pierce et al., 2021). COVID-19 aggravated this situation, as witnessed by increasing cases of obesity, diabetes and kwashiorkor among children from poor families (Cheng et al., 2021). For parents from poor families, there has been an increase in cases of diabetes and hypertension (Hefferon et al., 2021; Ingram et al., 2020). This is because of the increased emotional distress. Others contracted the coronavirus, which led to health complications, some of which resulted in mortalities (Hefferon et al., 2021). As noted earlier, poor families were disproportionately infected with the coronavirus due to less adherence to the containment measures. For instance, Cheng et al. (2021) report that most parents from poor families risked their lives just to fend for their starving families. 

Additionally, a survey by Hefferon et al. (2021) noted that UK citizens affected by diet-related conditions such as diabetes and obesity recorded the highest mortality cases due to the pandemic. These pre-existing conditions acted as risk factors for children and families living in poverty to contract the coronavirus (Cheng et al., 2021; Ingram et al., 2020). These disparities are more pronounced amongst children. For instance, an 11-year-old child from a poor household is three times more likely to become obese compared to one from a rich family (Pierce et al., 2021; Hefferon et al., 2021). Notably, evidence contends that these gaps are widening consistently. Accordingly, the UK government need to promote health campaigns in the affected areas in order to achieve health equality. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic’s effects disproportionately impacted the lives of children and families living in poverty in the UK. These impacts have been witnessed in other regions worldwide, especially in developing countries. Poor families particularly suffered severer impacts due to a lack of resources to bail their situations. From the discussion above, it is clear that the aspect of social and economic equality in the UK is still elusive. Aspects such as low wages and unemployment make poor families more vulnerable to the impacts of pandemics compared to the general population. With low wages and unemployment, children suffer a lack of basic needs such as proper nutrition. The comorbid effects of poor nutrition include obesity, whereby a child from a poor family faces three times the risk of becoming obese compared to those from rich families in the UK. Poor families and their children also experienced poor physical health due to a lack of money to seek healthcare services. Other children and family members suffered mental illnesses such as anxiety and depression due to economic challenges and loneliness. Additionally, some family members suffered retrenchment or reduction of salaries or wages, making it difficult to afford basic needs. As a recommendation, there is a need for the UK government to adopt interventions such as the furlough scheme to offer financial support to these children and poor families to improve their conditions of life. 
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