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Why might child maltreatment rise during the pandemic? 

Warning sirens blared loudly at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic: Will children be safe at 

home? For some families, parents may appreciate extra time at home with their children. 

But for other families, the pandemic brought massive economic turmoil. Parents were abruptly 

cut off from resources—separated from extended family, friends, and childcare support. Children 

were out of school, away from structure, friends, and—critically—away from the oversight of 

teachers. 

Child maltreatment often rises after natural disasters (Seddighi et al., 2019) and economic 

downturns like the Great Recession (Brooks-Gunn et al., 2013). Unemployment, food insecurity, 

and financial stress increase parents’ risk of child maltreatment (Slack et al., 2011). Such 

economic pressure can strain parents’ mental health, which then leads to more child abuse and 

neglect (Yang, 2015). 

Stress is well-known to increase the risk of child abuse (Tucker et al., 2017) and neglect (Slack et 

al., 2011). Parents with less social support are also more likely to abuse (Rodriguez et al., 2018) 

or neglect their children (Freisthler et al., 2014). 

The COVID-19 pandemic poses unprecedented and unique dangers for maltreatment. COVID-19 

led to historic unemployment—the highest since the Great Depression. With schools closed, 

families who relied on school meals suddenly scrambled to feed their children in the midst of 

grave economic uncertainty. Parents were isolated with “stay-at-home” guidelines while 

simultaneously dealing with economic stress and responding to children’s reactions to their own 

disruptions and distress. 

The most frequent reporters of child maltreatment—teachers, doctors, mental health 

professionals—suddenly lost access to children during this pandemic. Official reports to child 

welfare in many states plummeted (Jonson-Reid et al., 2020) even while news reports described 

increases in hospital visits and hospitalizations from child abuse (Da Silva, 2020; Woodall, 2020). 

 

What does the new research suggest? 

Two new studies (full information here) from early in the pandemic confirm those early warning 

signs (Rodriguez et al., 2020). The first study involved a national sample of 405 parents with 

concerning results. 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/coronavirus-disease-2019
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/stress
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/conditions/child-abuse
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/depression
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/347706004_The_Perfect_Storm_Hidden_Risk_of_Child_Maltreatment_During_the_Covid-19_Pandemic


For example, parents who reported they worried about their finances were twice as likely to 

report they were yelling at their children more often since the pandemic began and engaging in 

more neglect. Parents who reported more loneliness were nearly three times more likely to 

neglect their children and over 2.5 times more likely to report more conflict since the pandemic 

began. Parents who described more worry were two to three times more likely to report they 

were yelling, hitting, or neglecting their children. 

The second study built on the first study based on reports from 106 mothers previously enrolled 

in a longitudinal study. Mothers who described they had increased hitting, yelling, or neglect 

during the pandemic had the highest scores on established measures of child abuse risk. Mothers 

with financial loss from a change in employment also had higher child abuse risk scores. If families 

had received free school meals before the pandemic, mothers reported struggling to feed their 

children and having more conflict with their children. And mothers who felt lonelier also felt that 

their parenting had become harsher—reporting more conflict, hitting, yelling, and neglect. 

Most importantly, this study could compare mothers’ reports during the pandemic with their 

scores prior to the pandemic. Those analyses indicate that mothers’ child abuse risk and yelling 

had increased, and their perception that their parenting had worsened matched actual changes 

in their abuse risk over time. 

 

What does this mean?  

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought challenges for most Americans (see here for additional 

research). Families who were already struggling before the pandemic were particularly 

vulnerable—particularly communities of color who are also disproportionately impacted by 

COVID-19. 

The current child welfare system is a reactive system that tends to respond to the most serious 

cases. A more proactive prevention approach would prevent child maltreatment in the first place 

(Higgins et al., 2019)—a reimagining of how we protect children from maltreatment that would 

incorporate some of the guidance from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (Fortson 

et al., 2016). Many state policies that support the social safety net contribute to concrete 

reductions in child maltreatment cases (Maguire-Jack et al., in press). 

 

What can we do now? 

• If you suspect child maltreatment, consult the experts; find out how here. 

• For health and mental professionals working with children and families, a resource from 

the National Child Traumatic Stress Network on children’s reactions to trauma can be 

found here. 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/loneliness
https://www.parentingincontext.org/stress-and-parenting-during-a-pandemic.html
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/responding/reporting/how/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/trauma
https://www.nctsn.org/resources/age-related-reactions-traumatic-event


• Parenting can be challenging in the best of circumstances and the COVID-19 pandemic 

has layered additional obstacles. Identifying resources and supports for parents and 

children remains critical. Parents may have questions about how their child is coping 

during the pandemic and whether to seek help. Check out this video and this webpage for 

resources. 

• The American Psychological Association (APA) has multiple resources about parenting 

found here. APA also brought together a task force, including one specifically for issues 

confronting children and families: follow their Facebook page for updates and check 

their list of resources that includes multiple websites, books, and webinars, with links. 

• Given the stressors introduced by the pandemic, check out these APA 

resources on PTSD and trauma as well as stress, anxiety, and grief, among other topics. 

• For those who are parents and professionals interested in promoting policy changes 

because of COVID-10 for children’s mental health, check out this policy guide. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://infoaboutkids.org/%5d
https://www.apa.org/topics/covid-19/parenting-caregiving
https://www.facebook.com/APA-Covid-19-Children-and-Families-Taskforce-103135211546978
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1RqVEbb6-QaxvrsqbxyKd3-_dWVYsbfDNJs3x3pGKi2Y/edit
https://www.apa.org/topics/covid-19
https://www.apa.org/topics/covid-19
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/post-traumatic-stress-disorder
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/anxiety
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/grief
https://wellbeingtrust.org/news/covids-intensifying-impact-on-kids-mental-health-prompts-experts-to-create-a-policy-guide-for-parents-policymakers/?s=03
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