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Introduction
How did the COVID-19 crisis impact the safeguarding of children, young people, and families? The COVID-19 pandemic hit everybody hard, affecting people’s livelihoods in various ways. Having less or no face-to-face contact with professionals such as doctors, health visitors, social workers, and teachers, would be sure to affect children and families in some way. 
Lockdown measures legally came into force on the 26th of March 2020 (Institute for Government, 2020), which led to the population of the UK having to isolate themselves in their houses to prevent the spread of coronavirus.
Each household is different, facing different issues. During research it has found that the COVID 19 pandemic has affected young carers, vulnerable children at risk of abuse and violence, families that are involved with domestic violence, and these uncertain times have also worsened mental health and seen new cases of mental health arise. Understandably, seeing the lockdown come into effect to control the spread of coronavirus, has been a difficult time for everybody, having to isolate themselves in their homes and being unable to do normal day-to-day routines. With people’s day-to-day routines being affected this alone can affect a person mentally, physically, and emotionally.
This paper will show research, evidence, and examples of how much the COVID 19 lockdown has affected the safeguarding of children, young people, and families in various different ways.










Young carers
A young carer is a person aged under 18 who cares for a family member, who suffers from either a mental or physical health problem or may misuse drugs or alcohol. A young carer can be as young as 5 and can take big responsibilities on for a child. In England alone, there are 800,000 young people aged between 5 and 17 who care for an adult or family member, and 80% of young carers felt more isolated during the COVID 19 pandemic (The Children’s Society 2022). To stop the spread of coronavirus schools were closed three times, seeing children out of school and isolated in their households. For young carers, this is no doubt going to put a strain on their mental health which can be overlooked at times, due to the adult suffering from mental or physical health conditions. As people were not allowed to mix with other households, other family members or friends’ support that there may have been available was suspended, which will put extra pressure on the young carer. 
Alicia, 17 has written a blog about how life has been for her as a young carer during the COVID 19 pandemic:
“Now although I don’t care for someone who is immunocompromised or classed as a high risk of catching the coronavirus, the lockdown has still been a challenge for me.
Most families are enjoying being at home 24/7 as it means they can spend quality family time together but for someone like me being ‘locked in’ with my mum is probably my worst nightmare.
Caring for a parent with mental illness can be draining at the best of times let alone not getting the opportunity for some time out for example. For me school was escapism so simply it allows me to act my age, Covid19 has taken that away from me.
Being a young carer has always been stressful but add in a global pandemic and you have a recipe for a stress highway. The simple acts of respite I took for granted” (Children’s Commissioner, 2022).
Some children rely on the escape that school gives them for example, providing the child with a meal, protecting children at risk from abuse and violence, and providing support for disabled children and young people. It has been argued that during the COVID 19 lockdown, children’s rights, provided by the United Nations Convention on the rights of a child (UNCRC) may not have been met, although not intended. The UNCRC is made up of 54 articles and is put in place to provide protection of children’s rights in all areas of life, no matter what gender, ethnicity, abilities, religion, or any other status (UNICEF, 2022). There is evidence proving that during COVID 19 lockdown, there was an increased risk of violence and abuse towards children and young people due to the usual face-to-face support networks not being available and abuse going unseen. Assessments for vulnerable children and young people were more difficult to complete too (Picton-Howell, 2022). 
























NSPCC before and during lockdown 
The National Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) has compared the amount of contact for concern to the ChildLine before the pandemic with the amount of contact over concerns during the pandemic lockdown. These results showed that once the stay-at-home guidance was issued from the government, there was more stress and therefore increased physical conflict in some families and have seen a rise in the number of counselling sessions about physical abuse, from an average of 420 sessions per month prior to lockdown to an average of 514 sessions per month since lockdown began, this is a 22 percent increase (NSPCC, 2022). In some cases, due to having to isolate with the members of the household where you live, children noticed increased arguing and violence between parents. An example taken from NSPCC (2022), a statement to ChildLine from a boy aged 9 years:
“My mum and dad hit me and my younger brother today. Since lockdown, my mom and dad have been getting very angry with each other and then they end up hitting us. They have punched and hit us in our legs, arms, and sometimes faces. I have got some bruises and marks. It hardly ever happened before lockdown. Nobody else knows about it and my parents have threatened that things will get worse if we tell anyone. I am finding it really hard. After they hit us there is a lot of shouting and I run to my room or out into the garden to get away from them” (NSPCC, 2022).
This is just one example from one child taken from the NSPCC learning website, there are many more stories like this one from during the lockdown. Concerns from parents, neighbours, children, and family members are also viewable via the website.
ChildLine has provided support for children and families with concerns when face-to-face support has not been available due to isolation. During the pandemic, it has been harder for vulnerable children and young people to be heard or protected by the right professionals due to lack of contact. With isolation adding more life stressors to parents and caregivers, this has caused an increase in verbal and physical abuse between partners and between them and the children. The children would not have had the opportunity to escape these verbal and physical arguments and would have been around this all day long during the pandemic. This would have contributed majorly to the child’s mental health and to how these children and families can be safeguarded appropriately.



Poverty and the pandemic
According to Statista (2022) since 2020, around 11.7 million people in the UK were living in relative poverty with this number increasing to nearly 14.5 million after considering housing costs. In this same year, it was estimated that 3.2 million people living in poverty were children (Statista, 2022). Lockdown measures have particularly affected children and families with low income. Over a third of low-income families with children increased their spending during 2020, this is due to the children spending more time in the home which leads to an increase in expenses such as food, gas, electricity, and entertaining the children whilst being indoors (BMJ, 2021). During the lockdown period, many businesses were forced to close and working people were having to live off universal credit. The impact of this is huge, combining the increase in needs to spend with unemployment due to unforeseen circumstances, especially for families with children. 
The Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) conducted an online survey to gather research on how hard the pandemic really hit people, the findings are as follows:
· As a result of the pandemic, almost 6 in 10 families admitted that they are struggling to cover the cost of 3 or more basic essentials, these include child-related costs, food shopping, rent, travel costs, and utility bills 
· 9 in 10 participants noticed a significant deterioration in their living standards when compared to their situation pre-pandemic
·  Three-quarters of the respondents that are families said that they are either finding it difficult or very difficult to manage financially 
· A high number of families who responded to the survey reported that they lost their job with many of them admitting never having been in this position before and that they are struggling to cope on the amount of universal credit they receive as they have worked either most or all their lives 
· A rising amount of people in low-income families have reported experiencing some sort of mental or physical health problem as a result of the pandemic
· With unemployment still rising, more families are having to rely on the social security system (CPAG, 2020).
The results of the survey confirm that the COVID pandemic had a huge impact on families and children economically. This has resulted in families having insufficient funds for the appropriate amount of food and other living costs that they need, and for many working parents that are used to having a wage and a regular income, this has been hard for them living on the bare minimum through no fault of their own.
Unfortunately, when families are not able to meet their child’s basic needs, in some cases, this can increase the chances of neglect, harm, and abuse and risks the ability to meet the Government health advice (SCIE, 2022). With less income, they could not afford to buy fresh fruit and vegetables and have struggled to feed the family every day. These points attribute to the safeguarding needs of the children in the families living in poverty.





















Domestic violence during COVID 19
According to results from Office for National Statistics (ONS), it is found that the total number of domestic-related crimes that were recorded between January 2018 to July 2022, has increased compared to the month of the year previous. There was an 18% increase in recorded domestic-related crimes, compared to 2020 when the lockdown was enforced (ONS, 2020). Many of these calls were from a third party, not all of the domestic abuse cases are recorded as this is a sensitive situation for an individual and many find themselves stuck as they are in fear of their abuser in some way. As government guidelines meant that everybody would see themselves isolated in their households this would have made women and children that are victims of domestic violence no escape from the abuser leaving a strain on everybody that lives in the household. 
In the UK, even from the beginning of the lockdown, calls to the National Domestic Helpline were up by 25%, with usual means of escape being unavailable (Levine et al, 2020). Safeguarding the victims, adults, and children, was much more difficult to safeguard during the pandemic. The lockdown measures meant that friends, professionals, and family members that live outside the family home could not visit or be visited, which led to a rise in domestic violence towards both children and adults. The safeguarding issue for the children of parents in domestic violence relationships was that the children would be around this witnessing the abuse all day round, whereas normally there would be the escape of attending school and security of being able to talk to teachers, friends, or even members of their family about how they are feeling, this is sure to affect the mental health of these children. Not only this, the parent that is the victim of domestic abuse/violence would also not have the escape of being able to leave the house or get out to see a friend to ease the load and clear their mind. With the family being around each other in the same house for that amount of time it is much more likely to result in an increase of existing domestic violence, and the beginning of domestic violence where they may have not been before. Although it is recognized that the measures taken were for the good health of the population, for the children that were witnessing domestic violence in their homes the phycological and physical trauma would be sure to have long-lasting effects on them until well after the lockdown ended. Children who witness abuse can also suffer in the long term from a range of behavioural, psychological, and educational issues (McCrary, J., & Sanga, S, 2021).



Social workers during the pandemic
2020 was a tough time for everybody with people unable to work or losing their jobs altogether. The guidelines for isolating/shielding during these uncertain times saw that social workers would not have face-to-face contact with the families and children that they work for. It has been understood by the British Association of Social Workers (BASW) that preparation for the lockdown measures would have been beneficial and may have reduced the risk of some children’s human rights not being considered (BASW, 2020). Going forward from the pandemic there is a lot of understanding and progress to be made to support the people who became victims of the lockdown, isolation measures, and would be in everybody’s best interest if precautionary measures are put in place to ensure that if another pandemic hits us that we are prepared for this. 
A learning disabilities social worker has told of how hard it has been trying to communicate via phone or video call. She said:
“When you’re working with people who are non-verbal, use signing, or are even more nervous when using technology to speak with, not being able to meet face-to-face really significantly impairs the quality of communication.” (Turner, A, 2020)
Many social workers reported that it was harder to know the full picture of people’s situations through the lockdown and admit that issues could easily have been masked. Prior to the pandemic, the use of phone and video appointments was minimal in many health and social care settings (Ashcroft, R et al, 2021).










Conclusion 
Although the COVID pandemic has hit everybody hard in some way, the research and findings prove that families with children and low income have been the most affected with some parents and caregivers losing their jobs permanently. Besides the economic impact the pandemic has had on families, this has increased risks for people in domestic violence relationships and vulnerable children, seeing the risk of neglect and abuse increase as the child has nowhere to escape and does not have the chance to be heard efficiently. Luckily, children and concerned peers have charities such as ChildLine to approach for advice and support if they feel they need it. The pandemic suspended important face-to-face contact with vulnerable children and adults and cases went unseen because of this. Some people have brought light to the fact that some of the children’s rights may not have been met efficiently due to lockdown rules enforced for the spread of coronavirus in 2020. Overall, the discussion in this paper finds that the impact of covid 19 on the safeguarding of children, young people, and families is negative in most aspects and this is expected to have a long-lasting effect.
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