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This paper presents a review of select evidence generated by UNICEF on the impact of COVID-19 
on child protection. It takes stock of UNICEF’s contributions to the global COVID-19 child protection 
knowledge base and presents what has been learned so far from this evidence base on the impacts of 
COVID-19 on child protection and the response measures put in place since the pandemic.
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KEY MESSAGES

 � Building a strong evidence base of both the negative effects of, and positive responses to, 
pandemics on children is necessary to highlight emerging and potential consequences for child 
protection, as well as to learn how countries, societies, communities and families can be best 
supported to minimize these consequences.

 � In 2020 and the first quarter of 2021, UNICEF’s evidence base on COVID-19 and child protection 
included 38 evidence outputs drawing from a range of data types and research methods – 
including quantitative and qualitative data-collection from households and service providers, 
statistical modelling/projections, and evidence synthesis.

 � Most evidence outputs focus on violence against children and women (VAC/W) which includes 
the areas of child abuse, neglect and maltreatment, and gender-based violence (GBV) (19). Ten 
outputs focus on access to justice, and eight outputs focus on harmful traditional practices. The 
issue of mental health is covered by seven publications. The least common thematic area covered 
was child labour, with three publications, at the time of this review.

 � Latin America and the Caribbean, East Asia and the Pacific and South Asia are relatively 
well-represented by the evidence. There is a lack of in-depth evidence on COVID-19 and child 
protection in the Middle East and North Africa and in humanitarian settings.

 � Evidence emerging from country surveys and supported by evidence reviews and modelling (in 
the cases of violence against children and child marriage) highlight pandemic-related increases in 
the levels of VAC, GBV and child marriage.

 � Children’s exposure to increased protection risks as a result of COVID-19 is influenced through 
several pathways across individual, household, and system/institutional levels. Nearly all the 
outputs highlight populations at increased risk of negative child protection outcomes including 
children from poor households, children living without parental care, and children in areas most 
intensely hit by COVID-19.  However, there is little evidence examining what may work to protect 
children from exposure to violence, harm and abuse.

 � The evidence base produced by UNICEF contributes substantially to our understanding of the 
gender-dimensions of the pandemic, with nearly all the outputs incorporating a gender-lens.

 � UNICEF evidence, generated from 2020 to early 2021, highlights how COVID-19 is undermining 
responses across all areas of child protection. It also highlights the rapid and innovative 
responses supported by UNICEF that aim to protect children during the pandemic. For example, 
rapid reviews allowed for a timely and cost-effective approach to evidence synthesis that still 
adhered to a systematic, transparent and explicit methodology. Using existing data sources 
such as child helpline data, administrative and surveillance data as well as case reports allowed 
researchers to advance knowledge while circumventing the practical challenges of intensive data-
collection during a pandemic.

 � UNICEF and partners have shown remarkable ways of adapting research methodologies and 
data-collection methods to the conditions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. Still, much of 
the documentation on responses remains at a descriptive level, and there are significant data 
gaps on the effectiveness of interventions in the context of COVID-19, including evidence on 
who is accessing and benefiting from these interventions, who is not being reached, how well 
these interventions work across settings, and the cost-effectiveness of these interventions. This 
suggests the need to continue to gather evidence as the pandemic’s effects become fully visible.

 � Evidence on interventions should be prioritized, with special focus on populations at greatest risk 
of harm, including those in humanitarian crises. Further insights on UNICEF’s contributions to the 
evidence base on child protection and COVID-19 will continue to emerge in 2021, as more data 
become available, and analysis is deepened.
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1 . BACKGROUND AND AIMS

There is no question that the COVID-19 pandemic is disrupting the lives and rights of children. Key child 
protection risks can arise from the lockdown measures, school and day care closures, socioeconomic 
stresses of the pandemic, and illness and/or loss of parents and caregivers (Annex 1). School closures, 
for example, not only disrupt learning but may heighten protection risks including violence in the home, 
child marriage and child labour and reduce opportunities for children. Pandemic-related prevention and 
control measures have also resulted in disruptions to the reporting and referral mechanisms of child 
protection services, affected delivery of vital support and treatment including case management and 
home visits, and disrupted contact with informal care networks. Socioeconomic stresses on families may 
directly impact caregiver mental health and caregiving abilities increasing child neglect and maltreatment. 
The illness and death of parents or caregivers from COVID-19 may leave children vulnerable to trafficking, 
exploitation, and/or child labour.

Although it is clear that children are indeed affected, critical and unanswered questions remain. What is 
the extent and severity of COVID-19’s impact on children, particularly on their safety and protection? What 
are the drivers of this risk and vulnerability? What response measures are being put in place to protect 
and safeguard children? In the barrage of information on COVID-19, evidence is key to understanding 
children’s situations and to developing the best solutions.

While generating timely, ethical and high-quality evidence on child protection can be challenging during 
a pandemic, the range and volume of research published since its onset proves that it is indeed possible. 
Early on, the pandemic rapidly sparked research on child protection across the globe. Now, a year later, 
there is a pressing need to take stock of the growing evidence on COVID-19 and child protection, and to 
guide action on this.

Since the pandemic, UNICEF has undertaken several activities to promote evidence-generation and 
knowledge-sharing on child protection including UNICEF Innocenti’s COVID-19 rapid research response 
agenda and the Children and COVID-19 Research Library. This review takes stock of UNICEF’s contributions 
to the global COVID-19 child protection knowledge base and describes what has been learned from 
UNICEF’s research on impacts, pathways and response in the areas of violence against children and 
women, harmful practices, mental health, child labour and access to justice.

This review offers a starting point for UNICEF to further build its evidence base with external partners for 
continued evidence generation – so that it can be used to address child protection issues and lessons in 
the context of COVID-19. 

The research questions for this review fall into three categories:

 � Descriptive overview of the evidence base: What evidence has been published by UNICEF on 
COVID-19 and child protection (data types, thematic focus, geographic coverage)?

 � Evidence on COVID-19 impacts and pathways: Has COVID-19 affected child protection issues 
in terms of prevalence, incidence, frequency, severity — if so, how? What are the drivers of 
risk and vulnerability and protective factors?

 � Evidence on COVID-19 response: What rapid prevention and response measures have been 
put in place to address child protection, and how can they be monitored and studied more 
rigorously for effectiveness and impact?

https://www.unicef-irc.org/covid19/
https://www.unicef-irc.org/covid19/
https://www.unicef-irc.org/covid-children-library/?contentType=Research+brief
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2 . METHODS

Search strategy and inclusion criteria

We identified a wide range of research outputs through UNICEF Innocenti’s curated library of COVID-19 
and Children Research and Child Protection COVID-19 Info Platform. First, we conducted screenings 
to identify any publications focused on COVID-19 and child protection published by UNICEF. Next, we 
screened by publication type, excluding technical guidance and guidelines on child protection and 
COVID-19 (55) and data dashboards (6).

We included outputs meeting the criteria outlined below.

 � Publication date: Published between March 1, 2020, and May 1, 2021

 � Authorship: Evidence generation undertaken or commissioned by UNICEF country, regional 
and headquarters office (including Innocenti)

 � Output type: Peer-reviewed articles, research reports and briefs, working papers

 � Evidence type: Primary or secondary data analysis or evidence reviews (systematic or non-
systematic reviews)

 � Thematic focus: Violence against children and women (child abuse, neglect and maltreatment, 
and gender-based violence (GBV), harmful traditional practices, mental health, child labour 
and access to justice. Studies were included if they focused on these themes singularly or 
covered multiple themes and were coded as “single focus” or “multi-focus”, respectively.

 � Coverage: Global (high-, middle- and low-income countries), humanitarian contexts.

Structure and approach

Throughout the document we refer to publications that met the inclusion criteria and were included in 
the review as “research outputs.” Since the beginning of the pandemic, UNICEF has supported country 
and regional responses through technical support, including the publication of guidance. These technical 
guidance and guideline-related outputs are not included in this review, but they are cross-referenced for 
information in the response sections for each thematic area.

The findings of this review are divided into five sections corresponding to the thematic areas that the 
evidence addressed: 

 � violence against children and women (VAC/W) and gender-based violence (GBV)

 � harmful traditional practices

 � mental health

 � child labour

 � access to justice.1 

Each section begins with a description of the research outputs identified in the thematic area, including 

1 These thematic areas align with the following thematic priorities of the forthcoming UNICEF Child Protection Strategy (2021-2030): Access to justice, 
mental health and psycho-social well-being, harmful practices, violence against girls, boys and women. Thematic priorities linked to legal identity and grave 
violations in armed conflict were not covered in this evidence base.

https://www.unicef-irc.org/covid-children-library
https://www.unicef-irc.org/covid-children-library
https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-protection/covid-19/
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the number of outputs identified and distribution by data type (primary versus secondary data), and 
depth of thematic focus (single-focus versus multi-focus). Following this overview, the brief summarizes 
the evidence on impacts and pathways. While evidence on the implementation and effectiveness of 
COVID-19 response is limited, the brief spotlights a range of responses led and supported by UNICEF for 
each child protection area.

Limitations

The purpose of this review is to examine the evidence on COVID-19 and child protection produced or 
co-produced by UNICEF exclusively. It is worth mentioning that engagement with the broader evidence 
base on COVID-19 and child protection will offer a more comprehensive overview. Furthermore, while 
this review does not include evidence on the impact of COVID-19 on education, it recognizes that the 
disruptions to education including school closures have negative implications for child protection.

Certain challenges in measurement and data-collection also pose limitations. It can be difficult to identify, 
isolate, and assess the specific impacts of COVID-19 on children, given that many of the effects are 
not easily measurable. Impacts across countries may not be comparable given that the timing of data-
collection may not correspond to the different phases of the pandemic in different countries. When it 
comes to data-collection, although phone and web-based surveys show great promise for rapid data-
collection in emergency situations, data collected through these methods may not be representative of 
the most disadvantaged populations.

Lastly, the rapidly evolving situation of the COVID-19 pandemic highlights that the conclusions and 
findings of the evidence, particularly on impacts so far, are tentative. It will be imperative to assess the 
evidence base on an ongoing basis.

https://www.unicef-irc.org/covid-children-library
https://www.unicef-irc.org/covid-children-library
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3 . OVERVIEW OF MAIN FINDINGS

Research design

UNICEF has published a total of 38 evidence outputs on child protection and COVID-19 in 2020 and early 
2021. Table 1 provides a disaggregated view of the outputs by methodology used. Fourteen publications 
use quantitative data exclusively. Quantitative data in this evidence base drew mostly from national 
surveys of households, rapid assessments or surveys of service providers on child protection response 
services. Of the 38 publications, two used statistical modelling with one study predicting the prevalence 
of child marriage, and the other violent discipline as a result of COVID-19.

Only one study, an examination of the impacts of COVID-19 on children in South Asia, drew exclusively 
from qualitative methods including findings from consultations with country and regional UNICEF staff. 
Six publications apply a mixed methods approach, drawing on rapid assessment and surveys, as well as 
consultations with service providers at country and regional offices.

Outputs describing a synthesis of evidence comprised 17 of the 38 publications. Of these, nine were 
rigorous systematic or rapid reviews of the evidence, and another eight provided less rigorous yet still 
informative summaries of evidence on child protection and COVID-19.

TABLE 1 . OUTPUTS BY METHODOLOGY

Data type No . of outputs (/38)

Primary or secondary data

Quantitative data
(Surveys of households, service providers, statistical modelling, social media 
data, data collected from helplines)

14

Qualitative data
(Consultations with service providers, interviews, focus groups, observations 
or participatory research with caregivers, children or other household 
members)

1

Mixed methods
(Combined quantitative and qualitative data, case studies)

6

Systematic or non-systematic reviews

Systematic or rapid reviews of evidence 9

Other evidence syntheses (summary briefs) 8

Thematic focus

Most UNICEF evidence outputs (19 of 38) focus on violence against children and women (VAC/W), a 
broad category comprising of child abuse, neglect and maltreatment, and GBV (see Figure 1). Ten outputs 
focus on access to justice and eight outputs focus on harmful traditional practices. The issue of mental 
health was covered in seven publications. The least common thematic area covered was child labour, 
with three publications. Across themes, single-focus outputs – that is outputs providing an in-depth focus 
on a particular child protection issue – were more common for the areas of VAC/W, access to justice 
and harmful practices. The area of harmful traditional practices stood out with three-quarters of the 
publications in this category reflecting a single focus.
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FIGURE 1 . FOCUS OF EVIDENCE OUTPUTS

Geographic coverage

UNICEF evidence outputs cover 12 countries in-depth including Argentina (which showed up twice), 
Bangladesh, Cuba, Iraq, Macedonia, Morocco, Mongolia, Nigeria, North Macedonia, Palestine, 
Suriname, Thailand and Trinidad and Tobago. A total of 21 outputs provide a global focus. Many of 
the publications with a global focus include country examples and case studies which did not factor 
into this analysis, but which are included in our analysis of COVID-19 impacts and responses. Regions 
represented by the literature include Central Asia, East Asia, Europe, Latin America, the Pacific (two 
publications were retrieved on this region) and South Asia (see Figure 2). There is a lack of focus on 
humanitarian settings.

FIGURE 2 . GEOGRAPHIC COVERAGE OF EVIDENCE OUTPUTS
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4 . VIOLENCE AGAINST CHILDREN AND WOMEN (VAC/W)

Overview

We identified 19 UNICEF publications focused on violence against children and women. For the purposes 
of this review, VAC/W includes violent discipline, child neglect and maltreatment, family violence, peer 
violence and GBV. Nine publications use primary and/or secondary data, and 10 include evidence reviews. 
Ten publications focus singularly on VAC, whereas nine examine VAC within the broader realm of child 
protection (multi-focus).

UNICEF publications on VAC and COVID-19

Primary and/or secondary data

1. UNICEF Argentina COVID-19 survey: First round, report on findings

2. UNICEF Argentina COVID-19 survey: Second round, report on findings

3. UNICEF Thailand rapid assessment of children left behind during the COVID-19 pandemic situation

4. Lives upended: How COVID-19 threatens the futures of 600 million South Asian children

5. Modelling the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on violent discipline against children

6. Protecting children from violence in the time of COVID 19: Disruptions in prevention and response 
services

7. The social and economic effects of COVID-19 on children in North Macedonia

8. The impact of COVID-19 on migrant children in Trinidad and Tobago

9. Using social media data for assessing children’s exposure to violence during the COVID-19 
pandemic

Evidence reviews

10. A rapid review of economic policy and social protection responses to health and economic crises 
and their effects on children

11. COVID-19 and violence against children: a review of early studies

12. COVID-19 – GBV risks to adolescent girls and interventions to protect and empower them

13. Impacts of pandemics and epidemics on child protection: lessons learned from a rapid review in the 
context of COVID-19

14. Violence against children and adolescents in the time of COVID 19 (Latin America and the Caribbean)

15. Responding to the shadow pandemic: Taking stock of gender-based violence risks and responses 
during Covid 19

16. Migrant and displaced children in the age of COVID-19: How the pandemic is impacting them and 
what we can do to help

17. Moving beyond the numbers: What the COVID-19 pandemic means for the safety of women and 
girls

18. Violence against children in the time of COVID-19: What have we learned, what remains unknown 
and the opportunities that lie ahead

19. Violence against children during COVID-19: Assessing and understanding change in use of helplines

https://www.unicef.org/argentina/media/9001/file/Rapid%20Assessment%20COVID-19%20Argentina.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/argentina/media/9081/file/Rapid%20Assessment%20and%20Monetary%20Child%20Poverty%20in%20Argentina.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/thailand/reports/rapid-assessment-children-left-behind-during-covid-19-pandemic-situation
https://www.unicef.org/rosa/reports/lives-upended
https://www.unicef-irc.org/journal-articles/105/
https://www.unicef.org/reports/protecting-children-from-violence-covid-19-disruptions-in-prevention-and-response-services-2020
https://www.unicef.org/reports/protecting-children-from-violence-covid-19-disruptions-in-prevention-and-response-services-2020
https://www.unicef.org/northmacedonia/reports/social-and-economic-effects-covid-19-children-north-macedonia
https://www.unicef.org/easterncaribbean/reports/impact-covid-19-migrant-children-trinidad-and-tobago
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0145213420304026?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0145213420304026?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0145213421001265
https://www.unicef.org/media/68706/file/COVID-19-GBV-risks-to-adolescent-girls-and-interventions-to-protect-them-2020.pdf
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1104-working-paper-impacts-of-pandemics-and-epidemics-on-child-protection-lessons-learned.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1104-working-paper-impacts-of-pandemics-and-epidemics-on-child-protection-lessons-learned.html
https://www.unicef.org/lac/en/reports/violence-against-children-and-adolescents-in-the-time-of-covid-19
https://www.unicef.org/documents/responding-shadow-pandemic-taking-stock-gender-based-violence-risks-and-responses-during
https://www.unicef.org/documents/responding-shadow-pandemic-taking-stock-gender-based-violence-risks-and-responses-during
https://data.unicef.org/resources/migrant-and-displaced-children-in-the-age-of-covid-19/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/migrant-and-displaced-children-in-the-age-of-covid-19/
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/moving-beyond-numbers-what-covid-19-pandemic-means-safety-women-and-girls
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/moving-beyond-numbers-what-covid-19-pandemic-means-safety-women-and-girls
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7552974/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7552974/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0145213420304129
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Impacts

Have levels of VAC changed during the pandemic (prevalence, incidence, frequency, 
severity) – if so, how?

Primary and/or secondary data

While research on the impact of COVID-19 on VAC/W is only at the early stage, emerging evidence from 
national surveys, administrative data, social media data and predictive modelling published by UNICEF 
indicate that COVID-19 is affecting children and women’s experiences of violence in select countries 
(described further below).

Importantly, reports of violence against children and women may not accurately reflect changes in 
VAC/W levels or severity due to the ethical, safety and methodological challenges.

Forms of violence investigated include violent discipline, family violence, domestic violence and 
violence-related language online. Overall, studies focus on violent discipline and domestic violence, 
while other forms, such as sexual violence and adolescent intimate partner violence, are not addressed 
by the publications using primary or secondary data.

 � In a modelling study estimating the anticipated effect of COVID-19 on violent discipline at 
home, Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) data drawn from Nigeria (2016), Mongolia 
(2018) and Suriname (2018) highlight that, under a “high restrictions” scenario, there would 
be a 35 per cent to 46 per cent increase in violent discipline scores in these countries. Under 
a “lower restrictions” scenario the study reports that an increase in violent discipline in these 
countries would be between 4 per cent and 6 per cent.

 � In a rapid assessment of the medium and long-term impacts of the crisis caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic on child well-being in North Macedonia, administrative data collected 
from the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy indicate a 44.6 per cent increase in reports of 
family violence in April to May 2020, compared to the same period in 2019. Of these cases, 
nearly 10 per cent of all the reported cases of family violence in 30 centres of social work 
involved children, with the remainder involving women.  

 � In a study using social media data collected from Twitter users in 16 countries, as well as 
information gathered from Reddit in one country, analysis showed an increase in abusive or 
hateful conversations and violence-related testimonials on these social media platforms after 
confinement measures were enacted. It concludes that the public nature of the content means 
that children are at risk of being exposed to abusive content online. 

 � In an assessment report of perceptions, attitudes and changes caused by the pandemic in 
Argentina, data collected from a telephone questionnaire administered to households with 
children and adolescents residing in urban areas reveals that, during quarantine, 1.3 per 
cent (77,900) of households experienced domestic violence episodes during the quarantine, 
with 24 per cent of these cases involving children. Violence against women also emerged 
as a concern, with 2.4 per cent of households (145,000 households) reporting that they feel 
ill-treated or verbally abused. Approximately 0.4 per cent (21,800 women) reported suffering 
from physical aggression, with 80 per cent of these cases within the context of an intimate 
partner relationship. These values tripled between the first and second rounds of the survey. 

 � In a rapid assessment of the challenges children and families are facing as a result of 
COVID-19 in Thailand, with a particular focus on migrant families, data collected from rural 

https://www.unicef-irc.org/journal-articles/105/
https://www.unicef.org/northmacedonia/media/6816/file/Study:%20Social%20and%20Economic%20Effects%20of%20COVID-19.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0145213420304026
https://www.unicef.org/argentina/media/9081/file/Rapid%20Assessment%20and%20Monetary%20Child%20Poverty%20in%20Argentina.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/thailand/reports/rapid-assessment-children-left-behind-during-covid-19-pandemic-situation
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households indicate that 12 per cent of respondents reported that they had heard of domestic 
violence in their community more now than before March 2020.  This report also describes the 
type and extent of parental discipline practised by parents but does not present a comparative 
analysis of parental discipline during the COVID-19 and prior to the pandemic. 

Evidence reviews

Of the 10 evidence reviews included on VAC/W, four focus in-depth on VAC, three focus on violence 
against women and girls, and three focus on these issues within the broader realm of child protection. 
Two stand out as rigorous and systematic reviews of the evidence: a rapid review on the impacts of 
pandemics and epidemics on child protection and a review of studies on COVID-19 and violence against 
children. 

Lessons from the review on pandemics highlight that children are more likely to be exposed to 
exploitation, violence and abuse when schools are closed, social services are interrupted and their 
movement restricted. The review examining the literature on COVID-19 and violence against children 
identified 48 recent publications on the impact of COVID-19 on VAC concluding that studies have 
focused primarily on physical or psychological violence at home and less attention has been paid 
to other forms of VAC; most studies have relied on administrative data; and that generalizing study 
findings is difficult given the variation in definitions and study designs used.

Other syntheses, such as a learning brief on GBV risk and responses during COVID-19 consolidates 
learnings from country reports. The brief highlights an increase in reported cases of domestic violence 
across several countries. For example,

 � In Tunisia, a national GBV hotline reported a fivefold increase in calls during lockdown. In Italy, 
during the first six weeks of lockdown, a 73 per cent increase in calls to a national helpline 
was observed compared to the same period in 2019. 

 � In Colombia, reports of violence against women increased by 250 per cent during the first two 
weeks of social isolation measures.

 � In Cyprus and Singapore, helplines have reported an increase in calls by 30 per cent and 33 
per cent, respectively. 

 � In Argentina, emergency calls reporting domestic violence cases increased by 25 per cent 
during lockdown. 

What are the risk and protective factors associated with COVID-19 and VAC/W? 

Overall, we found that UNICEF publications frequently apply a socioecological model to consider the 
various areas of potential vulnerability to violence. Hypotheses on the pathways between COVID-19 
and VAC/W draw from existing evidence on known risk factors of vulnerability to violence, which are 
expected to be further exacerbated by the pandemic, as well as evidence on previous pandemics 
and epidemics. The table below presents the hypothesized pathways between COVID-19 and VAC/W 
presented in UNICEF research across three levels: systems and institutions, households, families, and 
caregivers and individuals.

https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1104-working-paper-impacts-of-pandemics-and-epidemics-on-child-protection-lessons-learned.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0145213421001265
https://www.unicef.org/documents/responding-shadow-pandemic-taking-stock-gender-based-violence-risks-and-responses-during
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System and 
institutions

VAC including child abuse, neglect and maltreatment

 � Disruptions in child protection services including child welfare and social 
workers not conducting home visits can impact reporting of VAC and its 
response.

 � School closures limit the possibilities for teachers to detect and report cases of 
violence, to provide support and guidance, and to activate response measures.

 � In-person health services may prioritize cases related to COVID-19, which limit 
health workers’ ability to detect possible cases of violence.

VAW/C including GBV

 � Curfews imposed by governments to prevent the spread of COVID-19 may 
prohibit women and girls from accessing care. 

 � Programmes to combat GBV unable, or not allowed, to operate.

 � Public transportation is disrupted in select places which can act as a barrier to 
accessing services or escaping abusers.

 � Remote case management may introduce privacy issues.

Households, 
families, 
caregivers

VAC including child abuse, neglect and maltreatment

 � Poverty and economic insecurity may impact caregivers’ ability to provide for 
children, increasing risk of child maltreatment or neglect.

 � Increased stress levels related to decrease in family income, competing 
demands and childcare responsibilities may lead to the use of harsh discipline.

 � A positive influence of lockdown measures is that it can increase the time 
caregivers spend with their children.

VAW/G including GBV

 � Lockdowns, household income loss and confinement in small spaces increase 
threats to the safety and well-being of women and girls including GBV.   
Women may experience disproportionate job loss.

 � These impacts are likely to be even more acutely felt in humanitarian settings 
where the stresses of daily life are already severe and child protection services 
more scarce.

 � Increased household poverty may perpetuate gendered power dynamics 
depriving women and girls of economic agency.

 � Reduced family protection of girls.

 � Reduced household income and/or reliance on outsiders to transport goods 
and services to the community.
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Individuals 
including 
women, girls and 
boys

VAC including child abuse, neglect and maltreatment

 � Loss of a parent.

 � Exposure to violence against mother.

VAW/G including GBV

 � Women and girls may have less access to information and the care services 
they require.

 � Girls and women may not have access to the technology that remote gender-
based solutions require.

 � Girls may have an increased risk of sexual exploitation including sex for 
assistance, commercial sexual exploitation for children, and forced marriage.

What are the impacts of COVID-19 on VAC response?

The UNICEF publication, Protecting Children from violence in the time of COVID-19: Disruptions in 
prevention and response services, presents survey data collected from 157 country offices gathered 
between May and August 2020. It reports that, in 104 countries, violence prevention and response services 
have been disrupted due to COVID-19. South Asia has the highest proportion of countries reporting 
service disruptions, followed by Eastern Europe and Central Asia. At the time of this publication, South 
Asia was not among the regions with the highest reported number of infections, so it is likely that as 
of June 2021, disruptions to violence prevention and response services are even more severe. Services 
delivered in person, such as case management and home visits for those at risk of abuse are among the 
most commonly disrupted services, whereas child helplines have experienced the least disruption.

What COVID-19 related response measures are being put in place to respond to VAC/W 
by UNICEF?

Select VAC response measures

VAC including child abuse, neglect and maltreatment

 � In Georgia, the UNICEF-supported Child Hotline “111” was launched to respond to the 
immediate need of children during the pandemic. It has been overwhelmed by COVID-19 
related calls and a mechanism has been set up to screen and prioritize calls where children are 
at high risk.

 � In Palestine, remote case management and psychosocial support services are provided to 
children with protection needs (including support with responding to violence).

Gender-based violence 

 � Efforts have been made by UNICEF to ensure social workers are considered essential service 
providers. UNICEF regional offices in the Middle East and North Africa and in South Asia 
helped secure permits for government social workers to continue working in communities. In 
Zimbabwe, UNICEF successfully advocated for the Government to ensure social workers were 
issued with permits to continue providing services for survivors of GBV.

 � Interventions in Italy used social media and U-Report, while countries where the population 

https://www.unicef.org/media/74146/file/Protecting-children-from-violence-in-the-time-of-covid-19.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/74146/file/Protecting-children-from-violence-in-the-time-of-covid-19.pdf
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has less access to technology (e.g., Mozambique, Somalia and South Sudan) shared 
messages about GBV over the radio. When Lebanon shifted to remote service provision, 
UNICEF and its partners established WhatsApp groups and gave out data bundles so girls and 
women could receive information on COVID-19 and GBV issues.

UNICEF COVID-19 Technical guidance on VAC prevention and response 

VAC including child abuse, neglect and maltreatment

Child helplines and the protection of children during the Covid 19 Pandemic 

 � Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) and its implications for protecting children online 

 � COVID 19: Protecting children from violence, abuse and neglect in the home 

 � Research on violence against children during the COVID-19 pandemic

Gender based violence 

 � Case management, GBVIMS/GBVIMS+ and the COVID-19 pandemic 

 � COVID-19 - GBV risks to adolescent girls and interventions to protect and empower them 

 � GBV case management and the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 � Identifying & mitigating gender-based violence risks within the COVID-19 response 

 � Not just hotlines and mobile phones: GBV service provision during COVID-19

https://www.unicef.org/documents/covid-19-and-implications-protecting-children-online
https://www.unicef.org/documents/covid-19-protecting-children-violence-abuse-and-neglect-home
https://data.unicef.org/resources/research-on-violence-against-children-during-the-covid-19-pandemic-guidance/
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/GBV_Case_Management_GBVIMS_and_the_Covid-19_pandemic_v5_GBVIMS_March_2020_-_FINAL.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/documents/covid-19-gbv-risks-adolescent-girls-and-interventions-protect-and-empower-them
https://www.unicef.org/ukraine/en/reports/gbv-case-management-and-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.corecommitments.unicef.org/kp/identifying-%26-mitigating-gender-based-violence-risks-within-the-covid-19-response
https://www.unicef.org/documents/gender-based-violence-service-provision-during-covid-19
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5 . ACCESS TO JUSTICE

We identified 10 outputs presenting findings on access to justice. Nine publications used primary and/
or secondary data, and one publication was an evidence review. Six publications focused exclusively 
on access to justice, whereas four included examinations of this theme within the broader realm of 
child protection (multi-focus).

Overview

UNICEF publications on access to justice and COVID-19

Primary and/or secondary data

1. Access to justice for children in the era of COVID-19: Notes from the field

2. The impact of COVID-19 on children’s access to justice

3. Lives upended: How COVID-19 threatens the futures of 600 million South Asian children

4. Violence against children and adolescents in the time of COVID 19

5. Migrant and displaced children in the age of COVID-19: How the pandemic is impacting them and 
what we can do to help

6. Case study: Release and reintegration of children deprived of liberty in the State of Palestine in 
response to COVID-19: Pivoting existing coordination mechanisms and services

7. Case study from Europe and Central Asia region: Making best use of the ‘Technical Note: COVID-19 
and children deprived of their liberty’

8. Case Study: Release of children deprived of liberty in Morocco in response to COVID-19

9. Case Study: Release of children deprived of liberty in Iraq in response to COVID-19

Evidence reviews

10. Impacts of pandemics and epidemics on child protection: Lessons learned from a rapid review in the 
context of COVID-19

Impacts

Have levels of access to justice changed during the pandemic (prevalence, incidence, 
frequency, severity) – if so, how?

Data not available.

https://www.unicef.org/media/92251/file/Access-to-Justice-COVID-19-Field-Notes-2021.pdf
https://data.unicef.org/resources/the-impact-of-covid-19-on-childrens-access-to-justice/
https://www.unicef.org/rosa/reports/lives-upended
https://www.unicef.org/lac/en/reports/violence-against-children-and-adolescents-in-the-time-of-covid-19
https://data.unicef.org/resources/migrant-and-displaced-children-in-the-age-of-covid-19/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/migrant-and-displaced-children-in-the-age-of-covid-19/
https://www.unicef.org/documents/case-study-release-and-reintegration-children-deprived-liberty-state-palestine-response
https://www.unicef.org/documents/case-study-release-and-reintegration-children-deprived-liberty-state-palestine-response
https://www.unicef.org/media/92206/file/ECAR-Justice-COVID-Case-Studies-21.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/92206/file/ECAR-Justice-COVID-Case-Studies-21.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/documents/case-study-release-children-deprived-liberty-morocco-response-covid-19
https://www.unicef.org/media/94486/file/Release-Children-Deprived-Liberty-Iraq-2021.pdf
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1104-working-paper-impacts-of-pandemics-and-epidemics-on-child-protection-lessons-learned.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1104-working-paper-impacts-of-pandemics-and-epidemics-on-child-protection-lessons-learned.html
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Pathways

What are the risk and protective factors associated with COVID-19 and access to justice?

Drawing from the 10 evidence outputs published by UNICEF on access to justice, the table below 
illustrates the possible pathways to disruptions in access to justice in the context of COVID-19 across 
three levels: systems and institutions, households, families, and caregivers and individuals.

System and institutions
 

 � Disruptions to child protection services and the justice system due to 
lockdowns can cause delays in court proceedings and to legal aid and 
representation.

Households, families, 
caregivers

 � Longer periods of family separation.

Individual girls and boys, 

including adolescents

 

 � Postponement of hearings leading to crowded detention centres where 
the risk of infection for children is high.

 � Children in detention facilities are more vulnerable to neglect, abuse 
and violence especially when staffing levels or care are negatively 
impacted by the pandemic or containment measures.

Response

What are the impacts of COVID-19 on response to access to justice?

 � A report collecting information from UNICEF’s network of 157 countries on disruptions in 
national service provision as a result of COVID-19 found that one third of countries reported no 
change in coverage of services related to detention for children. Findings also reveal that, in 
nearly half of the countries, governments have released children from detention since the start 
of the pandemic. Nearly half of the countries also reported that their government had not put 
in place alternatives to detention since the COVID-19 pandemic started. Other findings highlight 
that there were disruptions to child justice services as a result of COVID-19 lockdowns and 
social distancing requirements.

What COVID-19 related response measures are being put in place to respond to access to 
justice by UNICEF?

Select access to justice response measures in the time of COVID-19

 � In Bangladesh, the postponement of court hearings meant that over 1,000 children were 
awaiting trial or sentencing for petty crimes in crowded juvenile detention centres where 
the risk of infection from the virus was high. UNICEF’s intervention helped bring about the 
country’s first virtual children’s courts, which began operating on 12 May and which to date, 
has led to the release of 1,500 children.

 � In Palestine, UNICEF spent two weeks training 19 ministry staff and social workers on 
remote working and tele-counselling for social inquiries, follow-up and reintegration work. 
Prosecutors, police, lawyers and social workers also held emergency meetings to assess, on a 
case-by-case basis, whether the children could be safely released and returned to their families. 
Based on these assessments, the prosecution and judges issued release orders for 75 children.

UNICEF COVID-19 Technical Guidance on Access to Justice

 � Technical note: COVID-19 and Children Deprived of their Liberty

https://data.unicef.org/resources/the-impact-of-covid-19-on-childrens-access-to-justice/
https://www.unicef.org/media/92251/file/Access-to-Justice-COVID-19-Field-Notes-2021.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/eca/making-best-use-technical-note-covid-19-and-children-deprived-their-liberty
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6 . HARMFUL TRADITIONAL PRACTICES

Overview

We identified eight outputs on harmful traditional practices in this review, including child marriage and 
female genital mutilation. Four publications used primary and/or secondary data, and three included 
evidence reviews. Four studies focused singularly on harmful traditional practices, and four examine this 
theme within the broader realm of child protection (multi-focus). Of the outputs, one focused on female 
genital mutilation and the remaining on child marriage.

UNICEF publications on Harmful traditional practices and COVID-19

Primary and/or secondary data

1. Adapting to COVID-19: Pivoting the UNFPA-UNICEF global programme to end child marriage to 
respond to the pandemic.

2. Resilience in action: Lessons learned from the joint programme during the Covid-19 crisis

3. COVID-19: A threat to progress against child marriage

4. COVID-19-related knowledge, attitudes, and practices among adolescent girls in Bangladesh

Evidence reviews

5. Impacts of pandemics and epidemics on child protection: Lessons learned from a rapid review in the 
context of COVID-19.

6. A rapid review of economic policy and social protection responses to health and economic crises 
and their effects on children’

7. Child marriage in COVID-19 contexts: Disruptions, alternative approaches and building programme 
resilience (note: this piece included review of previous pandemics and case reports from 
programme staff)

8. Battling the perfect storm: Adapting programmes to end child marriage during COVID-19 and 
beyond

Impacts

Have levels of harmful traditional practices changed during the pandemic (prevalence, 
incidence, frequency, severity) – if so, how?

Survey data

 � A report on COVID-19 and child marriage presents findings from a modelling exercise which 
used data from UNICEF global databases 2021, based on MICS, Demographic and Health 
Surveys and other nationally representative data to estimate the impact of the pandemic 
on child marriage prevalence. The study found that up to 10 million more girls are at risk of 
becoming child brides by 2030.

 � A brief drawing on rapid assessments and surveys as well as consultations with country and 
regional offices reports findings on female genital mutilation (FGM) from a number of Global 
Programme countries:

https://www.unfpa.org/resources/adapting-covid-19-pivoting-unfpa%E2%80%93unicef-global-programme-end-child-marriage-respond
https://www.unfpa.org/resources/adapting-covid-19-pivoting-unfpa%E2%80%93unicef-global-programme-end-child-marriage-respond
https://www.unfpa.org/resources/resilience-action-lessons-learned-joint-programme-during-covid-19-crisis
https://data.unicef.org/resources/covid-19-a-threat-to-progress-against-child-marriage/#:~:text=Changes%20like%20these%20increase%20the,a%20result%20of%20the%20pandemic.
https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/UBZXWD
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1104-working-paper-impacts-of-pandemics-and-epidemics-on-child-protection-lessons-learned.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1104-working-paper-impacts-of-pandemics-and-epidemics-on-child-protection-lessons-learned.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1095-rapid-review-economic-policy-social-protection-responses-to-health-and-economic-crises.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1095-rapid-review-economic-policy-social-protection-responses-to-health-and-economic-crises.html
https://esaro.unfpa.org/en/publications/child-marriage-covid-19-contexts-disruptions-alternative-approaches-and-building
https://esaro.unfpa.org/en/publications/child-marriage-covid-19-contexts-disruptions-alternative-approaches-and-building
https://esaro.unfpa.org/en/publications/child-marriage-covid-19-contexts-disruptions-alternative-approaches-and-building
https://www.unicef.org/media/94761/file/Battling-Perfect-Storm-Adapting-child-marriage-programmes-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/94761/file/Battling-Perfect-Storm-Adapting-child-marriage-programmes-COVID-19.pdf
https://data.unicef.org/resources/covid-19-a-threat-to-progress-against-child-marriage/#:~:text=Changes%20like%20these%20increase%20the,a%20result%20of%20the%20pandemic.
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/RESILIENCE_IN_ACTION-_LESSONS_LEARNED_FROM_THE_JOINT_PROGRAMME_DURING_THE_COVID-19_CRISIS.pdf
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 � In Somalia, a rapid assessment by the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) on 
GBV and female genital mutilation found that 31 per cent of community members 
think there has been an increase in cases of female genital mutilation during the 
COVID-19 crisis.

 � In countries such as Ethiopia, Kenya, Nigeria and Sudan, girls are also reportedly 
at an increased risk of undergoing female genital mutilation as a precursor to 
marriage, suggesting a negative coping strategy associated with economic fallout, 
and school closures.

 Evidence reviews

 � A rapid evidence review drawing lessons from previous pandemics and epidemics with 
particular relevance to COVID-19, reports key findings on child marriage and FGM. Evidence 
from the review reveals that pandemics and epidemics have been shown to lead to increases 
in child marriage, with the Ebola epidemic an example of this in West Africa.

Pathways

What are the risk and protective factors associated with COVID-19 and harmful 
traditional practices?

Drawing from the six evidence outputs published by UNICEF on harmful traditional practices, the table 
below illustrates the possible pathways to child marriage and/or FGM in the context of COVID-19 across 
three levels: systems and institutions, households, families, and caregivers and individuals.

System and institutions

 
Child marriage:

 � School closures have left girls out of school which may make them 
drop out entirely or be less likely to re-enrol when schools reopen.

 � Pandemic-related travel restrictions and social distancing can pose 
barriers to accessing health care along with programmes and services 
that aim to protect them from child marriage.

 � Barriers to engaging with formal justice systems, which can be used 
as an effort to block an illegal marriage.

FGM:

 � School closures may result in girls getting married earlier and higher 
number of FGM cases as a precursor to marriage.

 � Lack of essential health services and safe spaces for girls at risk and 
survivors of FGM.

https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1104-working-paper-impacts-of-pandemics-and-epidemics-on-child-protection-lessons-learned.html
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Households, families, 
caregivers

Child marriage:

 � Household poverty related to business closures, travel restrictions 
and social distancing requirements may limit the ability of parents to 
provide for their children increasing child marriage risk.

 � Economic shocks may lead to a reduction in child marriage if girls’ 
families cannot pay dowries.

 � Death of a parent can increase the likelihood that an orphaned girl will 
be married off since family members may find it difficult to support 
her.

FGM:

 � Household poverty may lead to early marriage as a negative coping 
strategy, and increased cases of FGM.

Individual women and 

girls

 

Child marriage:

 � Girls may spend more time at home and unsupervised which could 
increase exposure to sexual activity, sexual violence and unwanted 
pregnancy.

FGM:

 � Girls have limited access to FGM prevention, protection and support 
services.

 � Girls may be at an increased risk of early-marriage and consequently 
FGM as a precursor to marriage.

Response

What are the impacts of COVID-19 on response to harmful traditional practices?

Information on the impacts of COVID-19 on child marriage response draw from case reports from 
programme staff and review of previous pandemics. Disruptions to the work on ending child 
marriage has been widespread including disruptions to school-based interventions. The publication, 
Child marriage in COVID-19 contexts: Disruptions, alternative approaches, and building programme 
resilience, presents analysis of disruptions to child marriage programmes. Some of the biggest 
disruptions are school-based interventions including:

 � keeping girls in school

 � mentorship programmes and girls’ clubs

 � delivery of life-skills education

 � guidance and counselling

Case reports from Ethiopia indicate that all school-based interventions were paused while, in Zambia 
and Mozambique, girls’ clubs and safe spaces have continued to operate outside school settings with 
social distancing measures in place. Community engagement interventions related to gender-equality 
promotion and social norm change have been put on hold. COVID-19 has also hampered services 
focused on adolescent and youth friendly sexual and reproductive health, and GBV services.

https://esaro.unfpa.org/en/publications/child-marriage-covid-19-contexts-disruptions-alternative-approaches-and-building
https://esaro.unfpa.org/en/publications/child-marriage-covid-19-contexts-disruptions-alternative-approaches-and-building
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What COVID-19 related response measures are being put in place to respond to Harmful 
Traditional Practices by UNICEF?

Select harmful traditional practice response measures .

Child marriage

 � Messaging about child marriage and GBV prevention delivered through digital and media 
engagement (Bangladesh, Uganda and Yemen)

 � Counsellors trained to deliver remote psychosocial support to adolescent girls (Mozambique)

 � Virtual community engagement between social workers and adolescent girls (Uganda)

 � Provision of emergency cash transfers so that families are not forced to arrange child 
marriages in return for payment (Zambia)

Female genital mutilation

 � Female genital mutilation integrated in national COVID-19 response, implementation of FGM 
services in seven district level health action plans (Uganda)

 � Community-specific end-FGM helpline (Kenya)

 � Integration of FGM messages into GBV prevention messages (Global)

UNICEF COVID-19 Technical guidance on harmful traditional practices:

 � COVID-19: Digital and remote approaches in eliminating female genital mutilation and child 
marriage

 � COVID-19 disrupting SDG 5.3: eliminating female genital mutilation

https://www.corecommitments.unicef.org/kp/covid19-and-digital-engagement-v5
https://www.corecommitments.unicef.org/kp/covid19-and-digital-engagement-v5
https://www.unicef.org/documents/covid-19-disrupting-eliminating-female-genital-mutilation
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7 . MENTAL HEALTH

We identified seven outputs on mental health. Four publications use primary and/or secondary data, 
and three include an evidence review. Two focus singularly on mental health, and another five examine 
this theme within the broader realm of child protection (multi-focus).

 Overview

UNICEF publications on mental health and COVID-19

Primary and/or secondary data

1. Physical distancing caused by COVID-19: Psychological effects on Cuban children and adolescents

2. The impact of COVID-19 on migrant children in Trinidad and Tobago

3. The social and economic effects of COVID-19 on children in North Macedonia

4. UNICEF Thailand rapid assessment of children left behind during the COVID-19 pandemic situation

Evidence reviews

5. Impacts of pandemics and epidemics on child protection: Lessons learned from a rapid review in the 
context of COVID-19.

6. Migrant and displaced children in the age of COVID-19: How the pandemic is impacting them and 
what we can do to help

7. Responding to the mental health and psychosocial impact of COVID-19 on children and families

Impacts

Have levels of mental health issues changed during the pandemic (prevalence, incidence, 
frequency, severity) – if so, how?

Survey data

 � A study examining psychological effects of COVID-19 on children amidst quarantine measures 
in Cuba gathered data from WhatsApp chats of approximately 1,000 families. It found 
evidence of psychological distress experienced by children based on select measures of 
distress.

 � A report on the impact of COVID-19 on migrant children in Trinidad and Tobago reports data 
collected through online surveys from parents and children. Findings highlight signs of 
stressful and potentially harmful behaviours among children such as arguing, crying, poor 
sleeping and increased time spent online.

Evidence reviews

 � A research brief on migrant and displaced children in the age of COVID-19 highlights 
how misinformation on the spread of COVID-19 has exacerbated the xenophobia and 
discrimination that migrant and displaced children and their families face.

https://www.unicef.org/cuba/media/2241/file/COVID-19_III%20Psychological%20effects_EN.pdf.pdf%22
https://www.unicef.org/easterncaribbean/reports/impact-covid-19-migrant-children-trinidad-and-tobago
https://www.unicef.org/northmacedonia/reports/social-and-economic-effects-covid-19-children-north-macedonia
https://www.unicef.org/thailand/reports/rapid-assessment-children-left-behind-during-covid-19-pandemic-situation
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1104-working-paper-impacts-of-pandemics-and-epidemics-on-child-protection-lessons-learned.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1104-working-paper-impacts-of-pandemics-and-epidemics-on-child-protection-lessons-learned.html
https://data.unicef.org/resources/migrant-and-displaced-children-in-the-age-of-covid-19/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/migrant-and-displaced-children-in-the-age-of-covid-19/
https://www.unicef.org/documents/responding%C2%A0-mental-health-and-psychosocial-impact-covid-19%C2%A0-children-and-families
https://www.unicef.org/cuba/media/2241/file/COVID-19_III%20Psychological%20effects_EN.pdf.pdf%22
https://www.unicef.org/easterncaribbean/media/2096/file/Impact%20of%20COVID-19%20on%20migrant%20children%20in%20Trinidad%20and%20Tobago.pdf
https://data.unicef.org/resources/migrant-and-displaced-children-in-the-age-of-covid-19/
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 � A review of evidence on previous pandemics and epidemics identified 36 studies and reviews 
on stigmatization, discrimination and xenophobia. Children orphaned during outbreaks who 
lived with extended families, or were in foster or institutional care, were more vulnerable to 
discrimination and stigmatization.

Pathways

What are the risk and protective factors associated with COVID-19 and mental health?

Drawing from the seven evidence outputs published by UNICEF on mental health, Table 2 below 
illustrates the possible pathways to mental health concerns in the context of COVID-19 across three 
levels: systems and institutions, households, families, and caregivers and individuals.

TABLE 2 . PATHWAYS TO MENTAL HEALTH CONCERNS

System and institutions  � Disrupted access to mental health care services.

Households, families, 
caregivers

 � Increased caregiver distress.

 � Parents/caregivers with pre-existing mental health conditions may 
not be able to access usual supports or treatments.

Individual girls and boys, 

including adolescents

 

 � Distress of children due to the death, illness or separation of a 
parent or guardian or fear of disease.

 � Increased stress levels due to home-based quarantine.

 � Children with pre-existing mental health conditions may not be 
able to access usual supports or treatments.

 � Xenophobia and discrimination faced by children including 
orphaned children or children in institutional or foster care 
may exacerbate feelings of fear, stress and anxiety amidst the 
pandemic.

Response

What are the impacts of COVID-19 on mental health response?

 � A learning brief on the mental health and psychosocial impact of COVID-19 on children 
and families synthesizes evidence on mental health response. Based on findings from a 
socioeconomic impact survey conducted with UNICEF field offices around service disruption 
and measures taken by the government in relation to COVID-19, it found that 82 of the 148 
programme countries surveyed perceived Mental Health and Psychosocial Support (MHPSS) 
services nationally to have increased, compared with the same time in 2020. Furthermore, 74 
of 148 programme countries surveyed believed their Government had introduced measures 
for safety and mental health and psychosocial needs of the social service workforce since the 
pandemic began.

https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1104-working-paper-impacts-of-pandemics-and-epidemics-on-child-protection-lessons-learned.html
https://www.unicef.org/media/83951/file/MHPSS-UNICEF-Learning-brief.pdf
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What COVID-19 related response measures are being put in place to respond to mental 
health by UNICEF?

 Select mental health response measures in the time of COVID-19

 � Working alongside the Government, the Pakistan country office compiled a training package 
for social workers, translating and adapting UNICEF MHPSS operational guidance to reflect 
emerging needs. By the end of June 2020, more than 1,800 social workers had been trained 
on MHPSS, and 33,000 people received psychological first aid and counselling services across 
three provinces.

 � In China, the UNICEF Country Office partnered with the China Youth League to develop 
podcasts raising awareness about mental health for adolescents. Episodes include themes 
related to mental health in the COVID-19 context.

 � In Guinea Bissau, UNICEF worked with the Ministry of Health to provide remote psychosocial 
support to the children of 44 caregivers infected with COVID-19.



26

Evidence matters – now more than ever: 
Results from a review of UNICEF’s evidence on COVID-19 and child protection

Innocenti Working Paper 2021-06

8 . CHILD LABOUR

We identified three outputs on child labour, all evidence reviews. Of the three, one focuses singularly 
on child labour, and two examine this theme within the broader realm of child protection (multi-focus).

 Overview

UNICEF publications on child labour and COVID-19

Evidence reviews

1. A rapid review of economic, policy and social protection responses to health and economic crises 
and their effects on children: Lessons for the COVID-19 pandemic response

2. Impacts of pandemics and epidemics on child protection: Lessons learned from a rapid review in the 
context of COVID-19.

3. COVID-19 and child labour 

See also: Child Labour: Global estimates 2020, trends and the road forward, published by UNICEF and the International 
Labour Organization published in June 2021 (after the searches for this review were conducted).

Impacts

Have levels of child labour changed during the pandemic (prevalence, incidence, 
frequency, severity) – if so, how?

 � A briefing paper on child labour and COVID-19 published by the International Labour Office 
(ILO) and UNICEF draws from evidence and experience from previous crisis situations such as 
the 2014 Ebola epidemic to argue that school and business closures, unemployment, the loss 
of livelihood and a lack of social protection systems play a strong role in exacerbating the risk 
to child and forced labour. 

Pathways

What are the risk and protective factors associated with child labour?

Drawing from the three evidence outputs published by UNICEF on child labour, the table below 
illustrates the possible pathways to child labour in the context of COVID-19 across three levels: systems 
and institutions, households, families, and caregivers and individuals.

System and institutions
 

 � School closures increase vulnerability of children to seek employment 
in informal/domestic jobs, where they face acute risk of hazardous 
and exploitative work, and lower likelihood of return to schooling after 
reopening.

 � Improved social assistance may diminish child labour.

Households, families, 
caregivers

 � Fewer employment opportunities and lower wages can intensify family 
expectations for children to financially contribute.

https://socialprotection.org/discover/publications/rapid-review-economic-policy-and-social-protection-responses-health-and
https://socialprotection.org/discover/publications/rapid-review-economic-policy-and-social-protection-responses-health-and
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1104-working-paper-impacts-of-pandemics-and-epidemics-on-child-protection-lessons-learned.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1104-working-paper-impacts-of-pandemics-and-epidemics-on-child-protection-lessons-learned.html
https://www.unicef.org/reports/covid-19-and-child-labour-2020
file:///C:\Users\manahil\Downloads\Child-Labour-Report.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/70261/file/COVID-19-and-Child-labour-2020.pdf
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Individual girls and boys, 

including adolescents

 

 � Increased engagement of children in hazardous or exploitative labour 
as a result of a loss of reduction in household income.

 � Opportunity or expectation to work due to school closure.

 � Children may take over the work of ill or deceased adult household 
members.

Response

What are the impacts of COVID-19 on response to child labour?

Data not available.

What COVID-19 related response measures are being put in place to respond to child 
labour by UNICEF?

Select child labour response measures in the time of COVID-19

 � In the early stages of the COVID-19 response, the Government of Jordan channelled a portion 
of excess reserves for a maternity insurance scheme into direct transfers to vulnerable 
households, which could have an impact on child labour.

 � Efforts are being made to cope with the economic crisis caused by COVID-19. Globally, 190 
countries and territories have planned, introduced or adapted 937 social protection measures 
in response to COVID-19. Social assistance programmes account for 59.6 per cent of global 
responses, and cash transfer programmes for half of these.
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9 . GOOD QUALITY EVIDENCE-GENERATION DURING A PANDEMIC

UNICEF COVID-19 Technical Guidance on Child Labour

 � Alliance Child Labour and COVID-19 Technical Note

The evidence required to inform the COVID-19 response has led to a surge of information which, 
in turn, has underscored the importance of, and need for, critical quality appraisal. To this end, we 
developed a quality appraisal tool (Annex 1) and scored all the outputs included in our review. Of the 
38 included outputs, the vast majority (24) were in the medium and high-quality categories. These 
studies were distinguished by presentation of a full methodology and sample size, and clear links 
between data, interpretations and conclusions. A range of innovative data-collection, analysis and 
synthesis approaches were used that did not compromise the quality of evidence. For example, rapid 
reviews allowed for a timely and cost-effective approach to evidence synthesis that still adhered to a 
systematic, transparent and explicit methodology. Using existing data sources such as child helpline 
data, administrative and surveillance data, as well as case reports, allowed researchers to advance 
knowledge while circumventing the practical challenges of intensive data-collection during a pandemic. 
UNICEF and partners have shown a remarkable adaptation of research methodologies and data-
collection methods to the conditions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic.

https://alliancecpha.org/en/covid19childlabour
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10 . SUMMARY

A year into the pandemic, this document compiles UNICEF’s rapidly evolving evidence base on 
COVID-19 and child protection. It provides a detailed snapshot that will require periodic examination to 
effectively inform the continuing response to COVID-19.

While COVID-19 has presented unique challenges to evidence generation it has also highlighted UNICEF’s 
agility in rapidly reorienting its knowledge infrastructure to respond to new global challenges. This 
review includes 38 evidence outputs from a range of data types including quantitative and qualitative 
data-collection from households and service providers, statistical modelling/projections, and evidence 
synthesis. This evidence base also highlights innovative methods of data-collection including telephone 
surveys, WhatsApp groups and online-administered surveys to gather valuable information on the 
crisis. Given ethical concerns linked with research on violence against children, guidance has also been 
published on how to collect data on sensitive issues during a pandemic. 

Most evidence outputs focus on violence in the areas of child abuse, neglect and maltreatment and GBV 
(19). Forms of violence investigated include violent discipline, family violence, domestic violence and 
violence-related language online. Overall, studies focus on violent discipline and domestic violence, while 
other forms such as sexual violence and adolescent intimate partner violence are not as well addressed.

Ten outputs focus on access to justice, and eight outputs focus on harmful traditional practices. Of the 
eight outputs on harmful traditional practices, seven focus on early-marriage and one on FGM. The 
issue of mental health was covered in seven publications. The least common thematic area covered was 
child labour, with three publications.

Evidence emerging from country surveys and supported by evidence reviews and modelling (in the 
cases of VAC and child marriage) highlight pandemic-related increases in the levels of VAC, GBV and 
child marriage. Children’s exposure to increased protection risks as a result of COVID-19 is influenced 
through a number of pathways across individual, household, and system/institutional levels. Nearly all 
the outputs highlighted additional populations at increased risk of negative child protection outcomes 
including children from poor households, children living without parental care, children deprived of 
their liberty, children with disabilities and children in areas most intensely hit by COVID-19. Only one 
output focused in-depth on children affected by or displaced by humanitarian conflict. Further research 
is required to understand the unique experiences of groups at increased risk and design appropriate 
prevention and response measures.

We also observed a paucity of evidence examining protective factors across child protection outcomes. 
Exploring the nuanced ramifications of the pandemic on children will further understandings of risk 
and protection. There may be potential for interventions addressing the harmful impacts of COVID-19 to 
capitalize on any protective factors that research identifies such as strengthening family relationships 
and caregiving as a consequence of lockdown.

Early reports on rapid response to the pandemic highlight how COVID-19 is undermining response across 
all areas of child protection, as well as innovative approaches supported by UNICEF to continue to protect 
children. Data gaps exist on the effectiveness of recent child protection response interventions in the 
context of COVID-19 including evidence on who is accessing and benefiting from these interventions, 
who is not being reached, how well these interventions work across settings, and how cost-effective 
these interventions are. As lockdowns are lifted, it will be more feasible to conduct effectiveness research. 
Options can include collecting retrospective data detailing children’s or caregivers’ experiences with 

https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1086-ethical-considerations-for-evidence-generation-involving-children-on-the-covid-19.html
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interventions after COVID-19 has subsided, and conducting retrospective implementation research or 
building on existing VAC impact evaluations that started before the lockdown. Research on interventions 
should be prioritized for populations at greatest risk of harm. As field conditions become more permissive 
to in-depth, in-person qualitative engagement, inclusion of children’s and young people’s voices can also 
deepen our understanding of the effects of intervention.

Finally, there is a need to continue to invest in good quality evidence on a sustained basis to enable 
evidence-informed responses to future pandemics and other global shocks. Such baselines – constituting 
‘evidence preparedness’ – should be a priority to ensure that the evidence generated is both quality-
assured and can be used to ensure children, their families and communities are well protected when 
exposed to unpredictable and unprecedented continuing and future shocks.
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ANNEX 1

COVID-19 and child protection: an analytical framework.

This framework was prepared at UNICEF Innocenti by Elena Camilletti and Ramya Subrahmanian to 
illustrate the relationship between COVID-19 including containment and mitigation measures (on the 
left-hand side) to child protection outcomes (on the right-hand side). Moderating the relationship are 
community, household and individual factors. 

Prevailing social and gender norms

Social capital, networks, support 

Parental income, assets, livelihood

Access to devices and internet

Information on access to resources,

health care

Access to safe spaces

Access to services:

WASH; Health; Education; Protection;

Social protection; Justice  system

Gender, age, disability

Ethnicity, race, class, religion

Education attainment

Emotional well-being, coping skills

Family situation: child-headed

households; intergenerational families

Migration and legal status: asylum

seekers, refugees, migrants, IDPs,

undocumented, trafficked, returnees,

deported, stateless

Children separated from families or

unaccompanied children

Location: camps, street, slums,

detention centres, institutional care,

high density areas

FAMILY AND COMMUNITY

Availability and quality of services:
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ELEMENT 1 ELEMENT 2: MODERATING FACTORS AND IMPACTS

S T R U C T U R A L

Economic recession, downturn

Social isolation, loneliness

Health system capacity 

and preparedness

Negative coping mechanisms 

(e.g. substance abuse)

Indebtedness, debt bondage, loss

of assets and savings, distress sales

Time poverty

Adolescent

pregnancy

Psychosocial impacts

(e.g. anxiety, stress)

Access to the 

justice system

Unsafe, irregular

migration

Time spent on

unpaid care and
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Time spent on paid

and unpaid work
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Reduced access to 
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of parental care

Sexual exploitation,

sexual violence,

transactional sex
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Access to safe
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INTERSECTING IMPACTS

MODERATING FACTORS IMPACTS

Select UNICEF studies currently underway on child protection

 � The MENA region has carried out two surveys on the impact of the COVID-19 on FGM and child 
marriage. The reports are not yet finalized but useful information can be found here.

 � A rapid review on mental health and COVID-19 is forthcoming from UNICEF Office of Research—
Innocenti.

 � UNICEF has partnered with Washington State University on a multi-country study assessing the 
impact of COVID-19 on access to GBV services. 

https://unicef-my.sharepoint.com/personal/isarkar_unicef_org/_layouts/15/onedrive.aspx?id=%2Fpersonal%2Fisarkar%5Funicef%5Forg%2FDocuments%2FUNICEF%20MENA%2FUNFPA%20ASRO%2DUNICEF%20MENARO%20Joint%20webinars%2FWebinar%20on%20the%20impact%20of%20COVID%2D19%20on%20harmful%20practices%20in%20the%20ArabMENA%20Region%5F12th%20April%2721&originalPath=aHR0cHM6Ly91bmljZWYtbXkuc2hhcmVwb2ludC5jb20vOmY6L2cvcGVyc29uYWwvaXNhcmthcl91bmljZWZfb3JnL0VyX0locmk3RjhwQ2lib3FKSzhvMlNFQjR3ZVg2RmdUUTktUHZZLXZHWjRMQkE%5FcnRpbWU9c3g2V3NOa0UyVWc


32

Evidence matters – now more than ever: 
Results from a review of UNICEF’s evidence on COVID-19 and child protection

Innocenti Working Paper 2021-06

ANNEX 2

Quality and Relevance Assessment tool 

Dimension Question Scoring Description Score (/12)

Depth How deep is the discussion of 
COVID-19 and child protection 
outcomes?

Score 3 for substantial – 
discussed in depth/one of the 
main foci.  
Score 2 for moderate discussion.  
Score 1 for limited discussion on 
outcomes or responses but not 
the main focus of report. 

/Max 3

Research/evaluation 
question

Is there a clear research/
evaluation question?

Score 1 for Yes, 0 for No /Max 1

Research design Is a research method/research 
design or approach to analysis 
described?

Score 1 for Yes, 0 for No /Max 1

Sample Are study sample or data 
sources clearly and adequately 
described? 

Score 2 for clear and substantial 
description of sample or data 
sources.  
Score 1 identified (cited), but not 
a detailed description of sources.  
Score 0 for no evidence cited to 
back up conclusions. 

/Max 2

Identification of 
limitations

Does the report flag any 
limitations to the methodology, 
its implementation or the 
analysis? 

Score 1 for Yes, 0 for No /Max 1

Gender lens Was data collection or analysis 
sensitive to gender? Does the 
study consider how gendered 
power relations affect outcomes? 

Score 1 for Yes, 0 for No /Max 1

Analysis How clear are the links between 
data, interpretation and 
conclusions – i.e., how well can 
the route to any conclusions be 
seen?

Score 3 for very clear, 2 for 
moderately clear, 1 for not very 
clear, 0 for no evidence cited to 
back up conclusions.

/Max 3
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