
While the COVID-19 pandemic has been spreading 
around the world, the poorest and most vulnera-
ble have been the hardest hit, especially women, 
children, older persons, persons with disabilities 
and their families. [1] Stress levels within the fam-
ily have risen, domestic violence has been endured 
by women and children alike, students have been 
out of school with unequal access to distance 
learning, older persons have paid the highest price 
with alarming death toll and health care workers 
have been at the frontline of the response. [2]  
 
It is clear that every household has faced unprece-
dented challenges related to confinement, school 
closures and job disruptions. As a consequence, 
parents and caregivers are deeply concerned for 
their families’ wellbeing with special attention to 
children, the means to protect them, ensure their 
care, their quality education and future opportuni-
ties. As in 2008 and the following years, families 
are facing a similar situation. The effects of the 
economic collapse impacted millions of children 
and their families. The financial crisis turned into a 
global recession while governments responded 
with changes to a suite of social and economic 
policies. In an effort to cushion the impact many 
countries endured a period of stimulus followed 
by a move towards austerity. [3] 
 
Similarly, in 2020 many countries have started 
stimulus plans while austerity periods are most on 
the most vulnerable, children’s probably set to 
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I know you join me in expressing soli-
darity with those families who have 
been affected by the disease, losing 
family members — and those facing 
economic hardships. Unable to buy food 
or medicine. Those waking up each 
morning filled with worry for their chil-
dren’s futures.  
 
We must never forget the individual toll 
that COVID-19, and the unprecedented 
measures put in place to contain it, are 
having on children and families. 
 
As a global community, we must be pre-
pared to support countries as they re-
build, recover, and put in place the sys-
tems that children and their families 
will need in order to achieve the sustai-
nable future we all want to see. 
 
Extracts from the statement by Henrietta 
Fore, Executive Director of UNICEF, at the 
Briefing to UNICEF Executive Board (April 14, 
2020). 
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follow. In order to respond wellbeing and their future 
has to be prioritized. Innovative and holistic ways to 
protect the youngest generations are needed to en-
dure dire circumstances and to efficiently use availa-
ble resources. Every policy should consider that chil-
dren live in the context of the family and the family 
exists in the context of the economy. Policymakers 
must consider the macro and micro context for fami-
lies and their children in order to make sense of the 
potential effects of the stimulus and austerity 
measures on the lives of the youngest. [4]  
 
During the following years and the various cuts to 
follow, there are many good reasons to focus on the 
levels of spending on children. First, children are 
mostly in a family environment, and regardless of 
their opportunities, it is fair to have a holistic ap-
proach to make the most of their available opportu-
nities. Second, because the way children are taken 
care of today will affect the future generations. 
Third, if children in vulnerable situations and suscep-
tible to poor outcomes lose investment in critical pe-
riods of the life cycle, the long-term impact and costs 
will have consequences for them, their families and 
the communities. A preventive approach while in-
vesting in children is efficient and fair. The gaps in 
child outcomes closed early are gaps closed more 
cheaply, and gaps future policymakers and taxpayers 
will not have to worry about. [5] 
 
Perhaps, the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC) should be a starting point for a better assess-
ment of the policy implications on children and their 
families. Children’s rights are defined in numerous 
ways, including a wide spectrum of civil, political, 
economic, social and cultural rights. [6] The CRC sets 
a basic ‘contract’ not only between the signatories 
and children, but also between adults and children. It 
is a model to follow in order to ensure that children 
have access to resources, they are protected and 
they are allowed to participate. The ‘contract’ is built 
upon three universal elements of the organization of 

childhood in any society and at any time: provision, 
protection and participation, usually known as the 
three P’s. [7] As a result, it can be a useful roadmap 
for the design and implementation of social policies 
considering the austerity period ahead and the family 
as the first “signatory” of children rights. [8]  
 
 
Provision 
 
The CRC stresses that children should be able to pos-
sess, receive or have access “to the maximum extent 
of available resources”. [9] through sharing and/or 
distribution. In this regard, this provision has 

implications involving a wide variety of resource allo-
cation such as an adequate standard of living, health 
care and education. These provisions have a direct 
impact on policy design and implementation because 
states and adults need to establish which kinds of re-
sources are distributed and what are the explicit and 
implicit consequences of certain decisions about re-
sources. Moreover, which kinds of resources are pro-
duced and shared and by whom, or discover if chil-
dren have any resources that can be shared.  
 
To start with, at a household level an adequate 
standard of living stands out as a critical layer of pro-
tection. Physical distancing and lockdown measures 
have isolated entire families in their houses and 
sometimes they are inadequate to share and live in 
for an extended period of time. [10] Furthermore, in-
come collapse threatens the livelihoods of millions of 
households with children worldwide, precluding an 
increase in extreme poverty. Such income shocks at 
the household level, even if only temporary, can have 
devastating effects on children, particularly those liv-
ing in poor households with limited assets. [11] For 
instance, as of 10 April 2020, 126 countries have ex-
panded social protection assistance programmes to 
compensate households for lost income, of which 83 
provide explicit support for children and their fami-
lies. [12] 
 
Health care provisions are becoming critical for chil-
dren and their families. Even though infection, hospi-
talization and critical care rates are low on children, 
the broader effects of the pandemic on child health 
are significant. [13] For instance, poor families are 
forced to cut back on essential health and food ex-
penditures, increasing the risk of contracting other 
diseases and infant mortality while, child health ser-
vices and interventions are being directly disrupted 
by the pandemic. [14] Also, water, sanitation and hy-
giene (WASH) services are at risk, threatening chil-
dren’s health through water-borne diseases and 
given the critical role of hygiene during the pan-
demic. At the same time, the effects of confinement 
are affecting children’s mental health. Many are fac-
ing anxiety and uncertainty regarding the future 
while, extreme deprivations and acute stress can im-
pair their cognitive development and trigger longer 
term mental health challenges. [15] 
 
In addition, the unprecedented global closure of 
schools has halted the education provision of more 
than 1.5 billion children. [16] In the long term, it is 
hard to measure the magnitude of losses that may 
accrue in learning for today’s young generation, and 
for the development of their human capital. In order 
to minimize the squandering, many schools are of-
fering distance learning to their students and par-
ents are stepping in the education process. But not 
all pupils have access to new educational alterna-
tives, especially those from low income countries, 
refugees, children with disabilities and girls. Plus, 
the quality and accessibility of distance education 
can hinder social inclusion in a future economic con-
traction due to school drop-out and low perfor-
mance. [17]  
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Protection 
 
The CRC also mentions the right to protection from 
abuse, neglect, exploitation and discrimination. Pro-
tection stands for the right to be shielded from certain 
acts and practices including the right to safe places for 
children to play, constructive child rearing behavior, 
and acknowledgment of the evolving capacities of 
children. It is actually close to what we consider as 
parenting. Parents and caregivers are the first layer of 
protection of a child and in the framework of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, parenting skills are in urgent 
need.  
 
Home represents security and safety for most chil-
dren, but sadly for a minority it is the opposite. The 
most common form of violence experienced by chil-
dren comes from their own parents or care-givers. 
[18] They are often witnesses to domestic violence 
against their mothers or sisters, a situation that has 
increased in many countries following the COVID-
19 outbreak with a spike of anxiety and stress. [19] 
An innovative and holistic way to support children 
at home can be helping their parents and caregivers 
to alleviate the isolation effects. For example, attack-
ing the root of the concerns by designing a schedule, 
assigning chores, creative forms of exercise and 
games, and learning better ways to communicate 
among family members the challenges and solutions 
endured under lockdown. [20]  
 
In this regard, lockdowns also present an opportunity 
for child abusers to harm children. Not only abusers at 
home but also online through cyberbullying or sexual 
exploitation due to the increased exposure to online 
platforms. [21] It is obvious that children are rarely in a 
position to fight back, but at the same time the use of 
new technologies has proven an effective measure to 
report such egregious acts. Additionally, children 
without parental care are especially vulnerable to ex-
ploitation and other negative coping measures. For 
example, the combined effect of school closures and 
economic distress is likely to force some children to 
drop out of school, to become child soldiers, and into 
child marriage in high-risk countries. [22]  
 
 
Participation 
 
Participation stands for the right to do things, express 
oneself and have an effective voice as an individual 
child. If the rights to freedom are considered so vital 
for adults, they should be for children too. Children 
have the right to participate in communities with pro-
grams and services adapted to their age. With a 
chance to analyze the major issues affecting them 
now and in the future. As they examine their rights, 
they should explore their own responsibilities. It is 
true that children are members of their families and 
schools, but also of the specific generation into which 
they happen to be born. So, communities can be built 
on partnerships rather than on sole adult interests. 
This includes children’s involvement in libraries and 
community programs, youth voice activities, and im-
plicating children as decision-makers.  

In summary, we need to get to know and understand 
the child generation which we are dealing with, and 
not to imagine that our adult-oriented knowledge of 
childhood reflects adequately their reality. Especially 
in this situation, we need to be available to them with 
our experiences and skills. Partnering with children 
will definitely help us as adults to better understand 
their growing world and avoid empty rhetoric. [23] 
 
Parenting seems to be suitable again to foster chil-
dren’s participation. By improving communication 
parents and caregivers make children active partici-
pants of their concerns and endeavors. [24] For exam-
ple by sharing experiences and challenges; talking in-

stead of just texting; paying attention to body lan-
guage and facial expressions; acknowledging the posi-
tive intent behind what the other parent or child is 
suggesting, practicing kindness in order to show them 
how you would want them to treat others, discussing 
transitions between households and prepare your chil-
dren for hand-over as best as you can. [25]  
 
The lockdown is also a great opportunity to recognize 
the unpaid work at home and make children partici-
pate in the household care and chores. There is an ur-
gent need to redistribute care work within families–so 
that women and men share care more equally. This is 
crucial in order to free the most marginalized women 
and girls from the unfair and unequal amount of care 
work they currently do. During the pandemic, im-
portant steps can be given to redistribute care work 
and keep children occupied and implicated. [26] For 
instance, tending to others, cooking, cleaning and 
fetching water and firewood are essential daily tasks 
for the wellbeing of societies, communities and the 
functioning of the economy. [27]  
 
 
Discussion 
 
An interesting discussion has been set. The ‘contract’ 
between signatories and children demands a coordi-
nated implication of governments and families to un-
fold child rights in their provision, protection and par-
ticipation implications.  
 
Expanded social protection programmes implemented 
during the pandemic should consider explicit support to 
children and their families. Especially these days and 
the ones ahead, the family unit is the first layer of social 
protection, and so the most effective way to ensure 
children resource allocation and shield them from ex-
treme poverty. 
 
The increased exposure of children to new technolo-
gies pose opportunities and challenges to govern-
ments and parents alike. Child protection and parent’s 
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skill building is essential while investing in broadband 
access and digital public goods that support learning, 
alongside with regulations that ensure children’s pri-
vacy and safety.  
 
Children and youth participation in the decision-
making processes is crucial to fulfil the commitment 
between governments and adults with their rights. 
Confinement has created opportunities for children 
to be heard and also to get involved at home, at 
school and in various campaigns to tackle the pan-
demic effects.  

Looking forward, it is clear that governments have 
taken a wide range of actions to mitigate the effects 
of the pandemic and response efforts. From global 
to local, now and in the days ahead, best practices 
and interventions need to adapt and foresee possi-
ble adverse unintended effects on children to ensure 
their rights enjoyment and wellbeing. Although, if 
polices oversee the role of parents, caregivers and 
families, the effectiveness of those interventions will 
be limited. As it has been evident during the health 
crisis, the first layer of protection of children is hard 
to replace.
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