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ﬂ Every Story Matters Children and Young People

Foreword

This is the fifth Every Story Matters record for the UK Covid-19
Inquiry. It brings together the many thousands of stories shared
with the Inquiry relating to its investigation into the experiences
of children and young people.

The pandemic touched the lives of so many children and
young people. Across the UK, the experience was different

for every child and young person, affecting their educational
experience, their family relationships and friendships. For many
their world was turned upside down overnight.

It is clear from what we have heard that the experiences of
children and young people in the pandemic varied hugely
significantly based on their individual circumstances - for some
the pandemic brought positives and for others it intensified
existing inequalities. While some families were able to adapt
and find time for connection and improved family time
during lockdown, many faced significant challenges such as
difficulties engaging with remote learning, access to timely
mental health support, support and assessments for children
with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities, children
spending more time online and exacerbated risk of online
harm.

Parents described layers of frustration as they struggled to
access health care, mental health support and services or a
diagnosis for children with Special Educational Needs and
Disability (SEND).

Teachers, health professionals and community and voluntary
professionals, who have a unique and objective perspective
on children’s lives, all gave sobering accounts of the emotional
toll of the pandemic on children and young people, from issues
such as anxiety and aggression to difficulties in re-engaging
with education and routine. We also heard disturbing accounts
of children experiencing harm online and in some cases,
disclosures of abuse in homes.
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Young people spoke about their own pressures too, whether
studying in isolation, facing financial insecurity, or being
subjected to racism. However, their stories also reveal
moments of resilience: for example, some used this time to
exercise or focus on their studies.

Young people and parents shared moving testimonies of how
post-viral conditions such as Kawasaki disease, Paediatric
Inflammatory Multisystem Syndrome (PIMS) and Long Covid
have significantly affected the physical and emotional
wellbeing of many children and young people.

These accounts, shared by those closest to children and young
people, shine a light on the lasting impact of the pandemic

and the many different ways it shaped young lives. Through
the voices and stories of these adults and young people, the
impact of the pandemic will be more fully understood and the
Inquiry will have a more rounded set of evidence on which to
base its recommendations.

We sincerely thank everyone who has contributed their
experiences, whether through the webform, at events or

as part of targeted research. Your reflections have been
invaluable in shaping this record and we are truly grateful for
your support.
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Overview

This section presents an overview of the stories shared
with the Inquiry about the experiences of children and
young people during the pandemic. Stories were told
by adults who were living or working with children and
young people at the time. They bring an important
perspective on the impact of the pandemic on children
and young people. Stories were also submitted by 18-25
year olds about their experiences during the pandemic.
Some of these young people were under 18 at the time.
This overview includes a summary of the methods of
collecting stories as well as an outline of the stories.

Voices of this record

Every story shared with the Inquiry is analysed and will contribute to one or more
themed documents like this one. These records are used by the Inquiry as evidence.
This means the Inquiry’s findings and recommendations will be informed by the
experiences of those impacted by the pandemic.

Stories that described the impact of the pandemic on children and young people
are mainly told here through the lens of the adults in their lives. They also include
stories from young people aged between 18 and 25 about their experiences during
the pandemic, when they were under 18 and either in education, or were in care.
Children and young people under 18 did not contribute to this record.
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These stories have been brought together and analysed to highlight key themes.
A number of approaches were taken to explore stories relevant to this module,
including:

e Analysing 54,055 stories submitted online to the Inquiry, using a mix of natural
language processing and researchers reviewing and cataloguing what people have
shared.

e Researchers drawing together themes from 439 research interviews with adults,
who either cared for or worked with children and young people during the
pandemic, as well as young people aged 18 to 25 at the time of the pandemic.
This included:

o Parents, carers and guardians
o Teachers and professionals in schools

o Healthcare professionals including talking therapists, health visitors and
community paediatric services

o Other professionals who work with children and young people, such as
social workers, children’s home staff, community sector workers and those
professionals in voluntary and community groups

o Young people who were aged 18-25 during the pandemic period and were in
education

e Researchers drawing together themes from Every Story Matters Listening Events
with the public and community groups in towns and cities across England, Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland. More information about the organisations the Inquiry
worked with to organise these listening events is included in the acknowledgement
section of this record.

A separate piece of research commissioned by the Inquiry, ‘Children and Young
People's Voices’, directly captures the experiences and views of children and young
people. Stories told by adults add different perspectives and insight.

Please note that this Every Story Matters record is not clinical research — whilst
we are mirroring language used by participants, including words such as ‘anxiety’,
‘depression’, ‘eating disorders’, this is not necessarily reflective of a clinical
diagnosis.

Further detail as to how the accounts provided by contributors about children and
young people were brought together and analysed, are set out in this introduction
and in the Appendix. The Appendix includes a list of terms and phrases used
throughout the record to refer to key groups, particular policies and practices
relevant to children and young people.
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This document reflects different experiences without trying to reconcile them, as we
recognise that everyone’s experience is unique.

We heard a varying range of difficult experiences for this record. Throughout the
record, we have tried to clarify whether experiences were a result of the pandemic
or pre-existing challenges that were exacerbated during this period. This was a
complex task.

Where we have shared quotes, we have outlined the group who shared the
perspective (e.g. parent or social worker). For parents and school staff, we have
also outlined the age ranges of their children or children with whom they were
working at the start of the pandemic. We have also included the nation in the
UK the contributor is from (where it is known). This is not intended to provide a
representative view of what happened in each country, but to show the diverse
experiences across the UK of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Outline of the stories - impact of the
pandemic on children and young people

Impact on family relationships

We heard that many children missed out on quality time with family and their support
during the pandemic. Some parents working remotely recalled they were often
unable to engage with their children as much as they would have wanted due to
work pressures. This left some children feeling lonely and reliant on screens for
company. Children whose parents were separated faced prolonged periods apart
from a parent and sometimes siblings.

Parents told us how contact with grandparents was also severely limited, affecting
children's sense of connection to their extended family.

My family suffered enormously from not being together. My children in
particular, from not being able to hug their grandparents for so long.”

— Parent, England
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| know that there are many moving parts to Covid but by not clarifying how
separated parents interact with their children has had a terrible effect on

me and my family and this will no doubt carry on for years and years ...

It would have been a simple fix - mandate that when an arrangement was in
place for shared access to children it would be carried on ... no grey areas, no
areas that could be challenged - this simple fix would have resolved this. | am
now left with my eldest with mental health issues who has no interaction with
50% of her family.”

— Parent, England

Lockdowns and spending more time at home meant that some children and young
people took on new responsibilities like cooking and caring for younger siblings to
help their parents. Changes in parental employment, growing financial strain, and
personal health issues led some children to take on caregiving responsibilities within
their families. Parents and professionals told us this impacted their wellbeing and
family relationships. Professionals described how young carers experienced a loss
of essential support services and the vital respite from their caregiving duties that
attending school normally provided. This left them feeling isolated while trying to
cope with additional caring responsibilities.

Because | was out working, | think everything was left to the older boy to look
after things. | think he felt like he was getting pushed to do things that he
shouldn't be doing, like setting down rules and telling his siblings not to go out.
He felt the responsibility was on him to keep them in check.”

— Parent of children aged 11, 13 and 18, Scotland

“ Young carers were spending all their time at home and not getting any respite
from whoever it was that they were looking after. We heard some really sad
stories where young people were just overwhelmed because they didn’t have
that space, that time for themselves, so | think they were profoundly impacted.
And then obviously if the reason why they’re looking after a parent is to do with
the parent’s mental health, then that could be quite scary as well.”

— Community sector worker, England

Parents and professionals told us that confinement at home intensified family
conflicts and tensions.

Family relationships within the home became strained as we were all spending
lots of time together and not able to go to work or school.”

— Parent, England

This period also saw increased instances of domestic abuse in some households.
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For families already experiencing abuse, lockdowns worsened their experience
and removed any prospect of escape or respite for children, which was profoundly
distressing. Professionals provided disturbing accounts where some children
experienced sexual abuse when they were trapped at home with their abusers.

The impact of lockdowns meant children and victims of domestic abuse were
locked away and isolated with their abusers.”

— Social worker, England

Children in care had face-to-face contact with birth families abruptly replaced by
video calls and younger children especially struggled to connect emotionally
through screens. Children experienced more placement breakdowns, meaning
further disruption to their lives.

“ Beforehand they could have face to face visits with their family. A lot of kids
rely on getting through day to day because they know that come Friday they
were then going to see their Mum or their Dad or siblings or friends. | would say
that was quite tough emotionally because that was a driver for them. So, we
were then using FaceTime so they still got to get some contact, but that's not a
cuddle from your mum.”

— Children’s home staff, Scotland

However, other professionals told us that a minority benefitted from the pause in
contact as it brought stability and allowed children and young people to settle and
better manage their feelings.

It felt like the children who were resident here really thrived in lockdown. Their
worlds became smaller, their routines were more rigid, it felt quite secure.”

— Staff at residential care school, Glasgow Listening Event

Throughout these difficult experiences, some families found that spending time
together during the pandemic strengthened their relationships. Parents recalled how
they grew closer to their children, enjoying more quality time together such as taking
walks and playing games.

My children and | are now much closer as a result of the opportunity to spend
so much time together, away from screens, outside enjoying the beautiful
weather. The bond built over those 6 months of sunny furlough will never be
lost.”

— Parent, England
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‘ | think the overall sense of connection within families was positive because
there was no outside stimulus. Sometimes less is more. It allowed people to
develop those relationships and, actually, you had no option but just to be with
each other and that really strengthened the relationships.”

— Social worker, Wales

Impact on social interactions

Contributors highlighted that the pandemic substantially impacted children

and young people's social connections with friends and peers. Lockdowns and
restrictions drastically reduced their in-person interaction by preventing them from
seeing friends at school or through social activities, commonly forcing them to
shift their socialisation entirely online. Parents and young people recalled how the
pandemic left many feeling lonely and isolated.

The whole family have suffered with depression ... my children because they
were isolated from their peers and from the wider family.”

— Parent, England

The social isolation that came with it just exacerbates everything, doesn't it?
You can't as easily speak to your friends about what's going on and what their
takes are on it ... Sometimes it's nice to know that you're all on the same sinking
ship!”

— Young person, Scotland

Parents of children still attending school in-person, such as those of key workers or
vulnerable children, noted some in-person social contact but with fewer children and
within mixed age groups. Even when schools reopened more fully, restrictions like
social distancing and bubbles' prevented children from playing together as before,
causing them confusion and added loneliness.

She was excited and looking forward to going back to school and seeing her
friends. But because all these measures were put in place when they went back
to school, you had to sit on your own desk in the classroom, two metres away
from your friends, and you had to line up in metre distances on the playground
and things like that. It messed with her emotionally.”

— Foster parent, England

1 Bubbles were smaller groups of students who were meant to socialise and learn together consistently, to limit
exposure to Covid-19.
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Parents and professionals explained that the extent of children's isolation depended
on their home circumstances. Contributors observed how those with siblings,
extended family or neighbours of a similar age with whom to interact had more
opportunities to socialise than those living only with adults. Children who were
shielding or those with clinically vulnerable family members, experienced a deeper
sense of isolation.

All the other kids who’ve got brothers and sisters. They're still communicating
with someone else, had fun in their house, and played games and kidding on
and dummy fighting. The things that siblings do. She was in the house with two
parents that were stressed about everything.”

— Parent of 14-year-old child, Scotland

There were a few of my families who had parents with chronic disease or
cancer or going through cancer treatment. There were a few of those children
who were completely isolated because their parents had to shield. Even when
restrictions were adapted they were the most isolated because they couldn't
even progress with the adaptations.”

— Health visitor, Scotland

Parents and professionals consistently reported that most children and young
people became more reliant on online platforms to maintain friendships during
lockdowns. This helped many feel less isolated, but experiences varied by age.
Contributors told us that younger children were not familiar with using devices

for online communication and may not have had the necessary skills required to
have virtual interactions, meaning this was more challenging for them compared to
teenagers. For some, online platforms enabled children and young people to form
new connections, beyond their immediate communities and globally.

“ From morning until night, or to early hours of the morning, people would be
connected to each other virtually and that was a huge positive for young
people because it meant that a lot of them didn't feel isolated, could be
spending their time gaming with their friends, or chatting to their friends.”

— Therapist, England

As a disabled person the world became my oyster, everyone was online, |
played Minecraft Sky: Children of the Light, Portal, Roblox and Stardew valley
with my hobby group, we would start a discord call in the afternoon and would
stay on call until we were too tired.”

— Young person, Northern Ireland
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However, more time spent online also increased risks of bullying and harm,
particularly for vulnerable children. Some children and young people experienced
a respite from in-person bullying during lockdowns, but others faced intensified
cyberbullying. Professionals repeatedly expressed the view that more unmonitored
time online increased children's risk of exploitation, grooming, exposure to explicit
content and dangerous misinformation.

Children and young people were spending way too much time [online]. Online
is a great space, but there are a lot of vulnerabilities online for children and
young people. We have seen cyberbullying and children being groomed online
... Children being able to access things that are not necessarily appropriate for
their age or just stage of development.”

— Social worker, England

Parents and professionals shared how some children were happy to return to
school and social activities as restrictions eased. By contrast, many children and
young people struggled to adapt to in-person interaction, having lost confidence
in their social skills. Professionals in particular suggested that disruption of social
development for younger children (under 5) had more lasting impacts on their
ability to share, work together and build friendships. Parents and teachers further
emphasised that teenagers who transitioned to new schools or universities
during the pandemic also found it harder to integrate and connect with new peers
afterwards.

‘ Nursery children are lacking in social skills as these were born during the
lockdowns. Reception aged children also lacking in social skills and many suffer
anxiety in a large group. Year 1 children didn't attend nursery due to lockdown
so many of the skills they would have learnt were not available to them at
the time of need. Year 2 children are immature in their social skills and many
interventions are being put in place to help them get the skills they need for
future education.”

— Teacher, England

My children were isolated and lonely. My son started to struggle beforehand
and went [to] a new school at 9 years old - he barely had time to get to know
his new friends when Covid hit. His school didn’t provide work or contact
online at all ... socialising was impossible. Those vital years he could have been
learning social skills, have gone.”

— Parent, England
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Impact on education and learning

Parents told us how schools took time to transition to remote learning at the
beginning of the pandemic. Some schools provided paper resources for children
who were too young to engage with online tools as well as those who did not have
access to the necessary technology. Many struggled to engage with online learning
due to lack of technology or internet access at home. Contributors reported that
some schools tried to help by lending devices or providing internet access, but some
families still found this challenging, especially larger households where devices had
to be shared.

At first, | could only do it over my phone, so | had to try and [oversee] two
school children's schoolwork on a phone.”

— Parent of children aged 9 and 12, Wales

“ Not everybody has broadband, and | think that became apparent, that it wasn't
always as accessible. It was just taken for granted that kids could just jump
online and do something. But there’s quite a high level of poverty in some of
the areas here. So not everybody can get the same access as everybody else.”

— Parent of children aged 2, 5 and 14, Scotland

Engagement with remote learning varied considerably. Parental support was not
always possible due to competing responsibilities. Parents shared how their lack of
confidence in the material children were learning was also a factor in how much they
could support remote learning. Parents and teachers told us that younger children
often found connecting through screens confusing and disengaging compared to
in-person interaction. Older students sometimes avoided participating by keeping
cameras and microphones off.

Our children were devastated. Each morning they would be sent [electronic]
worksheets by their teachers. My children (especially the youngest) had never
used a screen unsupervised - now, with both parents working fulltime, we were
asking them to follow a sheet, fill in the answer and teach themselves. There
were no live lessons. The work was boring and pointless. If they couldn't do it,
they had to wait for a parent to be free to help.”

— Parent, England
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My daughter used to turn her camera off and just have it open and she'd be
doing something completely different. She wasn't taking a blind bit of notice
of it [schoolwork], which is understandable, because it was not very engaging.
They tried their best, but really it was pointless.”

— Parent to children aged 5 and 8, England

Children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND): faced additional
challenges with remote learning as some needed specialist support to engage in
learning such as help from a teaching assistant. In contrast, contributors highlighted
that some children with SEND enjoyed being at home, away from the social pressure
to engage with others.

“ Online learning was really hard for the children classified as special educational
needs, with educational healthcare plans, because they didn't have in-person
access to their support worker, who normally might be taking notes, breaking
it down and working alongside them, but online was very hard for them to do
that.”

— Further education teacher, England

| also work with children who really struggle with school and school is not

a safe place for them. Actually, school is somewhere that they really don’t

like to be, for various reasons. They enjoyed being at home with their family.
Some of them were able to do work better at home because it was a different
environment for them than school.”

— Social worker, Scotland

Teachers, parents and young people noted how the pandemic limited opportunities
for key educational activities like hands-on learning, group work and receiving direct
feedback from educators. Children and young people missed developing important
practical and academic skills. For students with English as an additional language, the
opportunity to immerse themselves in learning English was limited.

Everything centred on a screen, and everything centred on a device, whereas
our learning is very much about ... Like, for example, we would do a print-
making session where you'd be in a print-making space, and it would be
working and being able to be messy in an art studio and having that creative
freedom.”

— Further education teacher, England

2 Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) is the term used in England, in Northern Ireland the term used
is Special Educational Needs (SEN), in Scotland it is Additional Support Needs (ASN), and in Wales it is Additional
Learning Needs (ALN).
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It's definitely more beneficial to have face-to-face seminars because you

have an in-person expert who can set you on the straight and narrow, whilst if
you're just watching through a recording, you're on your own really. If you can't
immediately pick it up, you're just going to waste lots of time and effort and get
frustrated with the fact that you can't get all the answers you need.”

— Young person, University student, England

Most of our young people were studying English as a second language (ESL). In
normal circumstances, being in an environment where they’re hearing English
around them — in the canteens, in the libraries — they’re going to pick up the
language a lot quicker. Without that kind of exposure to English they were
doing probably another two to three years of ESL learning, compared with only
two years or maybe even a year, pre-pandemic.”

— Homelessness case worker, England

We heard from parents and professionals that children of key workers and those
deemed vulnerable by schools were able to attend school during lockdowns. Parents
and professionals found this beneficial for the children. However, teachers and
parents noted that many children and young people experienced a less structured
school environment, which did not follow the standard curriculum. This made the
transition back to formal learning challenging in some cases.

We just felt we were providing day-care for the kids. Of course, we wanted

to support that for the parents, to let them go to work. Nothing was running
normally, so it was just a very different programme. It was more of a tried our
best to meet the educational needs of the pupils, but there were just too many
challenges. It was a very reduced timetable, very reduced service that we were
able to offer”

— Early years practitioner, Special school, Northern Ireland

Professionals and parents explained that access to in-person schooling for
vulnerable children was inconsistent, with some local authorities not including
children in foster care in their definition. This was particularly difficult for children who
struggled to engage with online learning. In contrast, some children preferred to stay
at home with their foster family.

“ We had local authorities that opened the hubs in schools and key workers’
children could go in. Some local authorities said the looked-after children can
come in. Some said no. | had some carers whose children stayed home.

But, for example, | had a carer with two teenage boys in high school.
One of them managed to sit through online lessons, the other one, if the carer
physically didn't sit with him, he wouldn't cope.”

— Social worker, Wales
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Teachers told us that as schools reopened, strict Covid-19 measures like ‘bubbles’,
masks, and distancing were hard to implement, especially for younger children and
those with SEND. Rules about self-isolation caused ongoing disruption and feelings
of anxiety.

Trying to put a mask on a four-year-old wasn’t the easiest ... social distancing
was pretty tricky in a school. When they see their friends, it’s difficult trying
to explain to four-year-olds and try and keep them apart, because they don’t
understand.”

— Primary school teacher, Wales

My son’s autistic so he worried about everything that the school said ‘You have
to stay so far away from people. You have to wear a mask, and his anxiety
went through the roof, but the school’s attitude was, ‘that’s just the way it is’
You know, you get that all children are different, but at the same time there’s
something that there’s help needed with.”

— Parent of 8-year-old child, Northern Ireland

Parents and professionals told us that educational transitions were challenging for
some children and young people. Many children starting in early years or primary
during this period had difficulty separating from caregivers after extended periods
at home. Students moving to secondary school or university had less transfer
preparation, struggled to adapt socially and academically and felt anxious about the
transition.

“ They didn't have any transition period. So, you know, we would tend to do lots
of visits to school, etc. Teachers, meet their classmates, etc, whereas none of
that happened. So, it was very, kind of, start-stop. They finished nursery and
then they started school without any sort of phasing in or that nice, sort of,
feeling.”

— Early years practitioner, Scotland

We noticed there was a massive impact on children who were transitioning
to secondary school, so they didn't have any transition support, like they
would have pre-pandemic. There was no school visits. That particular cohort
of children have probably struggled now going through secondary school
because they didn't have a transition.”

— Community sector worker, Wales
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Many contributors described widespread delays in learning and development. In
early years, this included problems with motor skills, toilet training, speech and
language. Primary school children faced setbacks in core subjects like maths and
English.

66

They would actually almost regress back to sensory issues, like painting their
hands, painting their fingers, all sensory things that they'd missed out on,
almost baby like. It's as if they regressed back to being toddlers and babies.
They'd missed huge chunks of educational learning.”

— Child development officer, Scotland

Whereas my elder two had already grasped the basics of reading, writing,
cursive and all of that, by the time we were in lockdown, my youngest who
was just starting out seemed to have missed the most important months of his
education, because the school was closed just as he'd begun.”

— Parent of children aged 4, 8 and 11, England

There were problems with school attendance and engagement with education and
this has been a key long-term impact of the pandemic disruption. This included
children and young people not wanting to go to school and problems completing
homework. Parents and professionals believed that these issues were linked to
pandemic-related anxiety, academic struggles due to learning gaps, and a shift in
attitudes about the importance of education among both students and families.

Her school attendance has dipped more and more since the pandemic,
and we are now at crisis point.”

— Parent, Scotland

The change of routine, to those children who already have got behavioural
issues, not going to school impacted them big time. Some of them, they are
even struggling now. | think I've got about 4, in my caseload, it's now 4 years,
they haven't been to school because of that break which they had from the
pandemic. So, they are really struggling to go out and go to school. Nothing
was offered to them during that time, there was nothing which was offered to
them to say, 'Okay, because these children have got behavioural difficulties,
what is it that they need more support with."

— Social worker, England
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We were told that the pandemic also impacted academic attainment. Some parents
reported grade inflation from teacher assessments. In contrast, some parents and
professionals highlighted that their children received grades below their expectations
and pointed towards the loss of learning time meaning children and young people
did not reach their potential in exams.

“ The pandemic probably saved him from having really dire exam results because
obviously the grades children received were based on teacher assessments, so
it worked in his favour.”

— Parent of children aged 16, 18 and 21, England

They did the exams in a different way. So, in the end she didn't actually take the
exams, but unfortunately the grades that the school put forward for her were a
lot lower than they may have been, had she been attending school or logging
in and doing what she should have, or was expected to be doing by the school.
So, she came away with quite low level grades for her GCSEs. Had Covid

not happened and she'd been attending school 5 days a week and going to
classes, she would have been putting that coursework in, and doing the work
that was needed.”

— Foster parent, England

| know young people who have not done as well on their exams as they
thought, and they do place blame onto Covid and how much learning they
actually missed, and having that detrimental impact on grades. Especially young
people that thought they were going to do particularly well and then maybe
never got the result that they wanted. | think that was a challenge for our, kind
of, older groups of young people that we were working with.”

— Social worker, Scotland

Some parents told us that schools and students had now caught up in terms of their
education, particularly for children in primary school. In contrast, some teachers and

parents described ongoing impacts like persistent absences, behavioural issues and
knowledge gaps. There were concerns that the full picture of the impact of learning

may only emerge in coming years as children progress through education.
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| think the gap has sort of closed up now. | think for primary children especially
it was easier to close the gap. The speed of education through primary

school isn't as fast as it is through secondary school, so the time missed at
primary school, | feel like they've managed to catch up quite well. It’s different
at secondary school having to try and catch up in six, seven, eight different
subjects, where each teacher might not be the teacher you had before, so their
teaching methods might vary. | think for primary kids the catch up was easier,
for the older ones a bit more difficult trying to catch up. My niece, she really
struggled with catch up in high school. | think that was a more widespread
problem for the older kids, but for the younger ones, in primary school, | feel
they've managed to cope and catch up quite well.”

— Parent of children aged 6 and 10, Scotland

We heard that the loss of career advice, work experience and extracurricular
activities left many young people feeling uncertain, without a sense of direction or
support as they considered their future education and employment choices. Some
took breaks from education and had to make up for lost time later.
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It was really bad, because my 18-year-old did okay in his GCSEs, was on his
final year of his Level 3 Engineering, and to this day, he hasn't really recovered
his focus in regards to doing a job in that field. So, because he missed out on
getting an apprenticeship or getting any employment at the end of college, it
was detrimental to him, definitely.”

— Parent of children aged 16 and 18, England

One of my best friends dropped out of university. We’re both programmers -
he’s arguably better than | am, way better, but he doesn’t want to look for a job
yet. | think Covid-19 impacted him the most out of all of our friends. It’s hit him
hard like a truck. He’s really smart, but he’s like, ‘Il can’t really do any of this and
| don’t want to’ ... He’s scared to go into the bigger world.”

— Young person, University student, Wales

The feedback that I've received is that the pandemic created a feeling of not
knowing what direction they're going in. A lot of people would often say they
just felt quite lost and disconnected, they didn't know what they wanted to
do. From being withdrawn during Covid, it was really difficult for people to
reintegrate.”

— Social worker, England
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Accessing help from services

Parents and professionals told us that during lockdown, healthcare access for
children and young people was disrupted substantially, leading to prolonged

waiting times and missed routine check-ups. Many services moved to remote
consultations, with parents reporting that their children did not always receive quality
care. Vulnerable children and young people, including those experiencing health
issues and with disabilities, faced additional challenges. Many children and young
people experienced late intervention for various conditions because of missed
developmental checks and diagnostic delays.

If the health visitor had have come out to our appointment, she would have
realised that he had this issue with his feet and would’ve possibly been able to
have splints to correct it at an earlier stage. That did not happen because the
health visitor was not out to see him, it was just a telephone interview.”

— Parent of 1-year-old-child, Northern Ireland

My daughter was having repeated issues with her breathing during lockdown
and so | phoned my GP to get an appointment and an inhaler. | ended up
getting a remote appointment eventually, but because she was diagnosed
with asthma over the phone, they could not give an inhaler without a proper
assessment. | was like, 'Well, you're telling me she's got asthma. | need an
inhaler. She's struggling with breathing now', and then that night she ended up
going into a full-blown asthma attack, and we were sitting seven hours in A&E
before she got seen.”

— Parent of 2-year-old child, Scotland

Children were missing out on their vision screening, and we couldn’t complete
that, as we'd go into a school and screen them to see if they need to go to

the opticians or optometrist at the hospital. If they've got a squint or anything
different, the impact of not having that is there could be some eye conditions
and weak eyes that weren't identified ... they weren't able to do the hearing
tests so all this early identification and help prevention work wasn't able to

be done.”

— School Nurse, England

Parents and professionals claimed that access to vital mental health support was
impacted by surging demand and the limitations of remote care. We heard how
children and young people had to be assessed as at high risk of self-harm to receive
help, with many being left without services they needed. Professionals told us
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that building therapeutic relationships online was challenging for some and home
environments often made confidentiality difficult due to others being able to overhear
conversations. The transition from child to adult mental health services became even
more disjointed.

“ If a child had been seeing CAMHS-, or a teacher in school, to speak to about
their issues, they now have to do that from home. Where maybe some of
that abuse and triggers are happening in the household ... if they want an
appointment or to speak to anyone it's over the phone or over a Zoom call
... that isn't ideal or doesn't work for everybody ... | find there's a lot of young
people who have been totally overlooked for the support they should have had
and then now we’re seeing the repercussions of that.”

— Voluntary and community groups professional, Wales

Social care professionals recalled how restrictions on in-person visits limited their
ability to see children in their homes or have private conversations. Some families
repeatedly claimed to have Covid-19, which was regarded as an excuse to prevent
social care professionals from making home visits. Social care professionals believed
this reduced children’s opportunities to disclose abuse and made neglect more
difficult to identify, potentially contributing to long-term harmful effects on children's
health and development.

It was very rare for a social worker to come out to the home. They didn't build
those same relationships with social workers that they'd previously have.
They'd have Zoom calls, Teams calls with social workers, where they don't have
the same level of privacy. Some of our children have to be monitored on the
internet ... so a staff member would always have to be sitting with them ... they
didn't have that one-to-one time with the social worker that they needed.”

— Children’s home staff, England

Families would say 'l have Covid. I'll stay in for two weeks.! We can't go near
that house ... People would have absolutely used [Covid as a reason to avoid
contact], and we would have pushed for positive tests, and never got them

... 'l have Covid, so you can't come near my house for two weeks.' There was
nothing we could do.”

— Social worker, Northern Ireland

Most at-risk families were prioritised for receiving support from social care services,
but this meant many did not receive early intervention support. Professionals

3 CAMHS are Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services.
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considered that children struggled to engage with services online as it was difficult
to openly discuss sensitive issues in an impersonal format with less privacy at home.
Some professionals reported that they tried to maintain trusting relationships through
regular texts or calls.

Children were more vulnerable because the visits that you would have
done previously [didn’t happen] ... When you do a home visit you can do an
assessment, see how the parents are bonding with the child ... those are
the kids who we'd have missed. Those children we would have identified as
vulnerable we missed them because of those visits.”

— Health visitor, England

Identifying special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) became more

difficult as health visitors and teachers could not notice the early signs of SEND

in young children remotely. This prevented timely referrals to professionals for
assessments. We heard that those awaiting assessments faced even longer delays,
sometimes aging children out of services, such as specialist SEND units. Healthcare
professionals and parents emphasised that remote support was particularly
challenging for children with SEND who need personal interaction to engage
comfortably.

We weren't getting referrals in, in the same way for autism assessments. We
get most of our referrals from schools, so the ones that we were already in the
middle of, we carried on doing. But we got less and less referrals from schools
as they were shut down.”

— Therapist, England

They really struggled to engage [online] so their case would just be closed
because they wouldn't speak, and [professionals] would say, 'They're not
engaging, we need to close the case.' | told them they need an in-person
appointment, but they weren’t doing those yet. So, the case would be closed,
and we’d have to wait to re-refer when they would see someone in person. But
I'll wait 6 months for that appointment again. It was just frustrating, the delay
for some services to come back to that in-person working, that’s impacted the
progress of some children's necessary support.”

— Head of pastoral care, Scotland

Disruption in the provision of professional support across both health and social
care services left many feeling abandoned. Contributors explained that children
and young people developed a distrust in the professionals and systems intended
to protect them. Professionals expressed concerns about the long-term impact
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these experiences will have on children and young people’s future engagement
with services. While remote technologies allowed some support to continue in
adapted forms, contributors consistently said that the pandemic highlighted the vital
importance of in-person, trusting relationships between vulnerable children and the
professionals supporting them.

They're more reluctant to ask for help and to seek out services, or not even
aware of some of the services that may be available to them. | think there's
frustration, because any services that were available now have longer waiting
lists, so there's frustration there that people are not being seen as quickly or not
getting the treatment they require.”

— Secondary teacher, Wales

Emotional wellbeing and development

The pandemic had a profound impact on children and young people's emotional
wellbeing and mental health. Contributors across different professions expressed
deep concern that these issues have increased since the start of the pandemic and
still persist.

We're seeing a lot of younger children, three to nine years old, with very serious
emotional and behavioural conditions that maybe you wouldn't have seen
before [pre-pandemic]. There is a concern that very troubled behaviour, very
traumatised behaviour is evident in younger children, and that's been talked
about quite a lot now.”

— Social worker, Northern Ireland

Professionals and parents reported that many children and young people
experienced higher levels of anxiety compared to before the pandemic, even at
very young ages. Children and young people’s anxiety presented in various ways,
including school refusal and hair pulling. Parents and teachers highlighted how
the disruption of routines was especially challenging for neurodivergent children’s
emotional wellbeing. Specific groups of children like asylum seekers, those in
care, and young offenders faced compounded mental health related difficulties.
Professionals described how children with pre-existing trauma found the added
stress of the pandemic difficult to navigate.

‘ The children were just in turmoil. They just simply didn't understand. I'm relating
this to children with severe learning difficulties. It was just that emotional impact
of not being able to see the people they want to, not being able to go to the
places they wanted to do, not being able to follow their normal routine. I'm sure
they just felt inside that their whole world had just collapsed.”

— Early years practitioner Northern Ireland
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Health-related anxiety was prevalent, with some children extremely worried about
Covid-19, future pandemics, and death. Professionals and parents shared how
some took precautions like handwashing frequently and frantically. They described
how the fear of spreading the virus weighed heavily on children and young

people, particularly on young carers, those with clinically vulnerable members

in the household and those in multigenerational or ethnic minority households
disproportionately impacted by Covid-19. Many struggled to adapt when restrictions
eased, remaining fearful of Covid-19 and other germs.

She was hugely anxious. They were sending texts like ‘Someone in your child's
class has tested positive for Covid.' In the end, | couldn't get her into school for
days at a time. She was constantly washing her hands, insisting that her whole
uniform had to be washed as soon as she got home. She was convinced that
either her dad or she were going to bring Covid home and | was going to pass
it onto my mum. And her dad's asthmatic, so it was always playing in the back
of her mind.”

— Parent of children aged 2, 15 and 20, Northern Ireland

In terms of our management, they saw that we needed to have face-to-face
contact with the families. But equally, some of the [ethnic minority] families
didn't want us to come into their homes or do home visits. We noted that a lot of
young people from a particular group, black people, were dying a lot more. So,
there were a lot of worries about that as well.”

— Community sector worker, England

Children experienced low mood stemming from loneliness, lost experiences, and

a bleak outlook on their uncertain future. Professionals and parents stated that

it exacerbated already existing mental health struggles for some children. For
example, some health professionals observed a worrying increase in children
displaying symptoms of eating disorders and believed this reflected children and
young people’s need to gain some control amidst the pandemic’s chaos. They also
suggested that mental health issues, boredom, and criminal exploitation led to an
increased reliance on drugs and alcohol. Distressingly, parents and professionals told
us that in some cases children and young people reported having suicidal thoughts,
upon which some acted.

“ A lot of young people turned to drugs and alcohol ... And now, the children and
young people who are coming into the system, obviously to be cared for, have
got all these problems because of what's happened in the pandemic.”

— Children’s home care worker, England
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My eldest son was expected to get scouted at 16 by a football club, but
lockdown started shortly after his 16th birthday. After many months without
intense training, his fitness and skills dropped and he feels that he was robbed
of his chance to ‘make it’. This caused him to become depressed. Along with
having missed his school leaving, GCSEs being ruined, not seeing his girlfriend,
and all his social life being put to an end, his depression levels started to rise.
One evening in July 2020 | got a call from his friend’s mum saying he was
threatening to attempt suicide and had gone out at 2am to a wood. Thankfully
he had told his friend who went out to find him and we quickly sought mental
health support privately.”

— Parent, England

Parents and young people told us how pandemic bereavement was incredibly
difficult, as visiting restrictions and funeral limitations disrupted experiences of
grieving and their usual death and funeral practices. Social care professionals shared
sad stories about vulnerable children in care who lost biological parents during the
pandemic, with some finding it difficult to come to terms with the death of parents
they had not seen in a long time. Support services were said to be inconsistent or
inaccessible, leaving many without needed help.

Being 17 years old and standing in a room with your mother who is about to
lose her husband of 13 years was harrowing. We weren’t given the opportunity
to be left alone with him to say our final goodbyes ... we felt like zoo animals in
that room having to say our goodbyes with multiple strangers eyes watching us
at all times.”

— Young person, Scotland

Physical wellbeing

Parents and professionals told us that the pandemic had substantial impacts on
children and young people's physical wellbeing. Those with access to private
outdoor space, in rural areas or with gardens, were able to be more active. However,
many struggled to remain active indoors, especially in smaller homes or temporary
accommodation. Contributors shared that asylum-seeking children faced particular
challenges, often confined to hotel rooms without space to play.

| stayed at home for three months in a top floor flat with no garden, no natural
light, it really impacted my mental health. A lot of people around here are
similar and live in terraced houses, no gardens.”

— Young person, Bradford Listening Circle
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During lockdown, most people were allowed to walk or go to the park for short
periods of time, but asylum seekers were stuck in these hotels, they weren't
allowed to go outside or walk in the way most people could. And they were
supposed to get all their needs and supplies inside the hotel but they weren't.”

— Voluntary and community groups professional, Northern Ireland

Parents talked about how activity levels changed during the pandemic. For

some children and young people, their activity levels declined as schools closed,
playgrounds shut, and sports clubs ceased operating. Children and young people
spent more time sedentary in front of screens, with many not regaining pre-pandemic
fitness levels. Teenagers were especially affected by the loss of regular PE. In
contrast, some children and young people were able to remain physically active by
accessing activity-based clubs online or taking walks with families. We heard how
some young people prioritised exercising during the pandemic.

At first our son, who plays regular football and cricket in teams, was really
struggling with his fitness. He had muscle pain from undertaking sports when
we went back into school. It was the first time in months that he has been able
to run around the school field and see some of his friends. During lockdowns,
he was gaming online for hours each day instead.”

— Parent, England

“ We were quite lucky, | think we dodged a bullet. Certainly during the first wave
of lockdown, we just embraced it. We had beautiful weather, lovely garden, did
all the things that you never have time to do. Tried to take as many positives out
of it as possible including, you know, just jumping on board with the crazes like
the Joe Wicks initiatives and stuff like that.”

— Parent of children aged 2 and 8, England

We were told that some children enjoyed high-quality meals during the pandemic

as their parents were home to cook. However, other children and young people
experienced exacerbated levels of food poverty during the pandemic due to their
limited, or lost access, to breakfast and lunch provided in school. This sometimes led
to their parents relying on food banks or making sacrifices such as skipping meals.
Some ethnic minority families struggled to access familiar foods, while asylum-
seeking children in hotels were often malnourished.
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It was really difficult for deprived children during lockdown, with the reality of
food poverty that they were facing and the loss of support systems. And food
insecurity increased because, more faced financial insecurity. A lot more people
were accessing food banks and things like that, not being able to access
normal support in the same way, so all those things had a bigger impact on
their health.”

— Therapist, Northern Ireland

The food parcels given to asylum-seeking families were a real problem
because you've got families who only eat halal, or they don't eat at certain
times. Obviously with the food parcels, the majority of the food wasn't fresh,
it was long-life, and you can't guarantee if a tin was halal or not. That made
making sure they were eating healthily difficult.”

— Health visitor, Scotland

Professionals and parents reported that some children gained weight that negatively
affected their physical health and, in rare cases, led to chronic conditions like diabetes.

“ Kids are, on average, probably heavier than they have been before the
pandemic. | think that's a national obesity problem as well, but if they're being
locked in their homes and they can't go out for exercise and all that stuff.
Then they've got quicker access to food that's not really [healthy] Weight has
obviously been an issue, and obviously then it impacts their mobility in PE,
which obviously has a knock-on effect for everything.”

— Secondary teacher, Scotland

We heard how children and young people’s sleep patterns were disrupted as routines
shifted and screen time increased, with problems persisting post-pandemic.

They're on those devices, they're on their phones. What | saw was a real
development of poor sleep hygiene where young people were on those
devices throughout the night and then sleeping all day. A real deviation in
sleep hygiene.”

— Children’s home staff, Northern Ireland

It has caused sleep problems for my youngest which are still continuing
four years later.”

— Parent, England
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During the pandemic, children and young people had limited access to dental care,
which reduced the opportunity for issues, such as decay, to be addressed, causing lost
teeth in some cases.

‘ I'm seeing kids going into nursery and they still haven't seen a dentist, that can
lead to dental issues, teeth extraction and things like that.”

— Health visitor, Northern Ireland

Parents suggested that children and young people’s reduced exposure to common
illnesses during isolation contributed to lower immunity and frequent infections upon
return to school. Health professionals also reported that vaccination rates decreased
as information and appointments were disrupted, with a resurgence of preventable
diseases in some areas.

When we made the decision to send our [foster] son back to nursery, so he can
socialise with other children, he did suffer. Like, every two weeks he had chest
infection. He did suffer in health aspect[s] of his life because he wasn't immune
to any germs. So whatever they had at nursery, he just got straight away.”

— Foster parent, England

Post-viral conditions linked to Covid

We heard how the pandemic saw a rise in post-viral conditions affecting children

and young people, including Kawasaki disease?, Paediatric Inflammatory Multisystem
Syndrome (PIMS)®, and Long Covid®. These conditions have had substantial and often
life-changing impacts on their physical and emotional wellbeing.

Kawasaki disease, which predominantly affects children under 5, causes severe
inflammation and can lead to serious complications like coronary aneurysms. The
medication used to treat it suppresses the immune system, leaving children vulnerable
to further infections.

He was poorly, because of the treatment that he was on, he was on really high-
dose steroids, so it meant that his immune system was down ... we were really,
really anxious about taking him anywhere.”

— Parent of child with Kawasaki

4 Kawasaki disease - NHS
5 PIMS | NHS inform
6 Long-term effects of Covid-19 (long Covid) - NHS
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PIMS, a complication of Covid-19, similarly causes damaging inflammation throughout
the body. Parents have described how children with PIMS have experienced heart
problems, muscle weakness, cognitive difficulties, and potential brain injuries. The
effects are often long-lasting and debilitating.

“ He was talking like he had a speech impediment, and his hands were shaking,
and he was all swollen because he was given steroids, and his shoes didn’t fit.
His muscles wasted away; he couldn’t even hold anything. He couldn’t even
hold food to eat it ... he was left with an aneurysm in his coronary artery.”

— Parent of children aged 4, 8 and 11, England

Long Covid has left children and young people experiencing it with a wide range of
persistent symptoms. Some have experienced severe nausea leading to weight loss,
while others have faced memory loss and cognitive impairments that make everyday
functioning a struggle.

We heard from family members how Long Covid disrupted children and young people’s
sense of identity, with this disease becoming an unwelcome part of their identity and
leaving them unsure about their future aspirations.

My granddaughter [who contracted Long Covid] doesn’t have any memories;
she doesn’t recognise herself in old photos.”

— Grandparent, England, Listening Event Targeted groups

Parents reported that misdiagnosis and lack of understanding by healthcare
professionals have compounded these challenges. Some healthcare professionals
initially dismissed the possibility of children experiencing post-viral conditions, leading
to delays in diagnosis and treatment. Alongside this, symptoms were sometimes
misattributed to mental health issues or behavioural problems, rather than being
recognised as part of a physical iliness.

It was a Sunday so on Monday morning | called the GP, | expressed my
concerns again about PIMS, it was a telephone call, and the GP suggested
changing the antibiotics to a nicer tasting one.”

— Parent, England

The impact on engagement with education has been severe, with many children
unable to attend school regularly due to their symptoms. Some young people
described facing bullying and isolation from peers, while schools have often struggled
to accommodate their needs, leading to further disengagement.
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“ He became so ill that he didn't get to sit any of his exams. He was completely
bed-bound by that point, so he didn't sit any exams ... he's trying to catch up
with education that he's missed but all his energy goes into that, if he does a
half day of college, he comes home and goes straight to bed and sleeps all that
evening and all the next day.”

— Parent of children aged 8 and 14, Scotland

The emotional toll of living with a post-viral condition has been described as immense.
Children and young people have experienced heightened anxiety, especially around
falling ill again. Parents reported that their children developed depression and even
suicidal thoughts due to the isolation and lack of support.

They presented with serious mental health issues because they went from
being happy, outgoing, loving boys who were just incredibly confident,
incredibly intelligent, to being shells, to being nothing, to being unable to walk
down the street ... That's the illness, that's PIMS and what it's done to them.”

— Parent of children aged 6 and 7, England

Lessons learnt

Parents and professionals reflected on the sometimes life-changing impacts they had
seen among children and young people across different areas of their lives. Many
contributors thought it was important that more should be done to prioritise the needs
of children and young people in the event of future pandemics. They thought this
would help reduce damaging and often long-lasting impacts on their health, wellbeing,
social skills and development.

You can't use children to protect other people. Children are the most vulnerable
people in society. They need protecting. We cannot use a cordon of children

to protect other people, no matter if those other people are old. You also

can't have blanket rules and guidelines. Society is so huanced. Risks are so
nuanced.”

— Social worker, England

We heard that it was important to keep schools and other services open as much as
possible. They also discussed how education settings could be better prepared for
future pandemics, building on the lessons from the Covid-19 pandemic. This included
being ready for the transition to remote learning by having the right technology,
training for staff and support for pupils.
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“ | don't think any child should have been taken out of school. | wouldn't say their
education was prioritised, because all of our physical safety was prioritised,
and | see education as offering longer term benefits, beyond just academic
progress.”

— Social worker, Wales

Services closing or moving online negatively impacted children and young people’s
health and development. Many professionals emphasised the importance of continuing
to offer access to services and support in-person, including for healthcare at key
developmental stages.

Parents and professionals also want better support to be in place for vulnerable
children in future pandemics, again emphasising the importance of in-person contact.
This included offering coordinated financial and practical help for families that do not
rely solely on community organisations and school staff.

We were told that more attention should be paid to children with SEND, children in
care and in the criminal justice system in future pandemics. Many professionals felt that
contact with social services in person should continue to happen in person in future
pandemics.

| just think for some vulnerable young people, they had social work
involvement, and intensive support, and then all of a sudden lockdown hit and
that cord was cut, and it was a phone call. We had vulnerable young people in
that environment, and it was just unfortunate that they didn't get that access to
support they needed. Because a phone call didn't give them that privacy, and |
think personally it was worth taking the risk, if this ever did happen again, social
workers should see these kids at home.”

— Safeguarding lead, Scotland

The following pages provide a more detailed account of these experiences through the
full record.



n Every Story Matters Children and Young People

Full record

This record presents the stories shared with the Inquiry
about the experiences of children and young people
during the pandemic. Stories were shared by adults
who were caring for or working with children and young
people at the time. They bring an important perspective
on the impact of the pandemic on children and young
people. Additionally, stories were submitted by 18-25
year olds about their experiences during the pandemic.
Some of these young people were under 18 at the time.

Every Story Matters was an opportunity for people across the UK to share their
experience of the pandemic with the UK Covid-19 Inquiry. Every story shared has
been analysed and contributes to themed documents for relevant modules. These
records are submitted to the Inquiry as evidence. In doing so, the Inquiry’s findings
and recommendations will be informed by the experiences of those impacted by the
pandemic.

This record reflects the views of parents and professionals on the impact of the
pandemic on children and young people. Stories were also submitted by 18-25 year
olds about their experiences during the pandemic. Some of these young people
were under 18 at the time.

A separate piece of research commissioned by the Inquiry, Children and Young
People's Voices, directly captures the experiences and views of children and young
people. Stories told by adults in this document bring important perspectives and
insight. However, it is important to note that findings from children and young people
themselves may differ in places from the findings of this record.
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The UK Covid-19 Inquiry is considering different aspects of the pandemic and how
it impacted people. This means that some topics will be covered in other module
records. Therefore, not all experiences shared with Every Story Matters are included
in this document.

For example, experiences of parents and professionals working with children are
incorporated in other modules such as Module 10 and will be included in other
Every Story Matters records. You can learn more about Every Story Matters and read
previous records at the website: https://Covid19.public-inquiry.uk/every-story-matters

There are several different ways we have collected children and young people’s
stories for Module 8. This includes:

e Members of the public aged 18 and above were invited to complete an online
form via the Inquiry’s website (paper forms were also offered to contributors and
included in the analysis). Stories were submitted by young people aged between
18 and 25 about their experiences during the pandemic. Some of these young
people were under 18 at the time of the pandemic. The form invited participants
to respond to three broad, open-ended questions about their experiences during
the pandemic. It also gathered background information, such as age, gender
and ethnicity to provide context. This approach enabled us to hear from a large
number of people and included many stories about children and young people’s
experiences during the pandemic. The responses to the online form were
submitted anonymously. For Module 8, we analysed 54,055 stories. This included
44,844 stories from England, 4,353 from Scotland, 4,284 from Wales and 2,114
from Northern Ireland (contributors were able to select more than one UK nation
in the online form, so the total is higher than the number of responses received).
The responses were analysed through ‘natural language processing’ (NLP), which
helps organise the data in a meaningful way. Through algorithmic analysis, the
information gathered is organised into ‘topics’ based on terms or phrases.

These topics were then reviewed by researchers to explore the stories further. More
information on NLP can be found in the Appendix.

At the time of writing this record, the Every Story Matters team has been to 38 towns
and cities across England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland to give people the
opportunity to share their pandemic experience in person in their local communities.
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Some groups also shared their experience on virtual calls if that approach was more
accessible to them. The team worked with many charities and grassroots community
groups to speak to those impacted by the pandemic in specific ways. Short summary
reports for each event were written, shared with event participants and used to
inform this document.

e A consortium of social research and community experts were commissioned
by Every Story Matters to conduct in-depth interviews and discussion groups to
understand the experiences of different children and young people, based on
what the Inquiry wanted to understand for Module 8. Interviews were carried out
with adults who either cared for or worked with children and young people during
the pandemic and young people aged 18 to 25 during the pandemic and were in
education. In more detail, this included:

o Parents, carers and guardians
o Teachers and professionals in schools

o Healthcare professionals including talking therapists, health visitors and
community paediatric services

o Other professionals who work with children and young people such as
social workers, children’s home staff, community sector workers and those
professionals in voluntary and community groups

o Young people who were aged 18-25 during the pandemic period and
were attending university

These interviews focused on the Key Lines of Enquiry (KLOEs) for Module 8,

which can be found here. In total, 439 people across England, Scotland, Wales

and Northern Ireland contributed to targeted interviews between September and
December 2024. All in-depth interviews were recorded, transcribed, coded and
analysed to identify key themes relevant to the Module 8 KLOEs. Those who took
part reflected on the experiences of children and young people during the pandemic.

The number of people who shared their stories in each UK nation through the online
form, listening events and research interviews and discussion groups is shown
below.
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Figure 1: Every Story Matters engagement across the UK
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It is important to note that the stories collected through Every Story Matters are not
representative of all experiences of children and young people during the pandemic.
The pandemic affected everyone in the UK in different ways and while general
themes and viewpoints emerge from the stories, we recognise the importance of
everyone’s unique experience of what happened. This record aims to reflect the
different experiences shared with us, without attempting to reconcile the differing
accounts.

The experiences shared in this record were not provided by children or young
people under 18. Instead, they were shared by parents or carers and professionals
working with children and young people, as well as young people aged between 18
and 25 about their experiences during the pandemic. Some of these young people
were under 18 at the time. Adults, who were parents or carers or who worked with
children and young people, offer valuable insights but these may be different to what
those who were children and young people during the pandemic would share about
their experiences.

We have tried to reflect the range of stories we heard, which may mean some stories
presented here differ from what others, or even many other children and young
people in the UK experienced. Where possible we have used quotes to help ground
the record in what parents and professionals shared in their own words.

We heard a varying range of difficult experiences for this record. Throughout the
record, we have tried to clarify whether experiences were a result of the pandemic or
pre-existing challenges that were exacerbated during this period.

Some stories are explored in more depth through case illustrations within the main
chapters. These have been selected to give a deeper insight into the different types
of experiences we heard about and the impact these had on children and young
people. Contributions have been anonymised.

Throughout the record, we refer to people who shared children and young people’s
stories with Every Story Matters as 'contributors'. Where appropriate, we have also
described more about them (for example, their profession) to help explain the context
and relevance of their experience.

Where we have shared quotes, we have outlined the group who shared the
perspective (e.g. parent or social worker). For parents and school staff, we have also
outlined the age ranges of their children or children with whom they were working at
the start of the pandemic. We have also included the nation in the UK the contributor
is from (where it is known). This is not intended to provide a representative view of
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what happened in each country, but to show the diverse experiences across the UK
of the Covid-19 pandemic.

More details about how children and young people’s stories were brought together
and analysed in this record are included in the Appendix.

This document is structured to allow readers to understand how children and young
people were affected by the pandemic. The record is arranged thematically with
the experience of different groups of children and young people captured across all
chapters:

e Chapter 2: Impact on family relationships

e Chapter 3: Impact on social interactions

e Chapter 4: Impact on education and learning

e Chapter 5: Accessing help from services

e Chapter 6: Impact on emotional wellbeing and development

e Chapter 7: Impact on physical wellbeing

e Chapter 8: Post-viral conditions linked to Covid

e Chapter 9: Lessons learnt

The Appendix includes a list of terms and phrases used throughout the record to
refer to key groups, particular policies and practices relevant to children and young
people.

Please note that this is not clinical research — whilst we are mirroring language
used by participants, including words such as ‘anxiety’, ‘depression’, ‘eating
disorders’, this is not necessarily reflective of a clinical diagnosis.
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This chapter looks at how lockdown impacted on
relationships and daily life at home for children and
young people. It describes how not being able to

spend time with grandparents or other extended family
impacted children and young people. The chapter also
explores the challenges faced by some children, such
as those not living with their birth families, those living
in homes where there was abuse and young carers who
had to take on full time caring responsibilities.

Children spent more time with their families at home during the pandemic. However,
parents and professionals recalled how some children did not get to benefit from
extra quality time with their parents. Some parents were physically present but
because of work pressures were unable to spend much time with their children.

They were all in the house together and the parents were still working remotely
and the children were really left to their own devices with the TV on, on a
screen, rather than getting any meaningful interactions.”

— Health visitor, Scotland

Some parents who were furloughed shared how their children did not benefit from
additional time with family either, as stress, uncertainty and emotional strain often
made it difficult for parents to find energy to focus on their children. Some families
lost structure and routines, and children and young people were sometimes left to
manage on their own.
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During the pandemic | was furloughed from work, leaving me at home with my
two sons. My husband was a key worker which meant | was left all alone to
occupy two young children which was difficult.”

— Parent, England

| was working at one job and we all lost our jobs and then we got furloughed
and then there wasn’t enough money so | had to get another job ... It was a
really difficult time. | have autistic children so as soon as they’re thrown any
sort of curveball into their routine it throws them out completely and where
they weren’t sure what was going on every single day with [my work and their
education] it played havoc on any routine.”

— Parent of children aged 12, 16, 17 and 18, England

Many families found the loss of practical and emotional support from extended
family hugely challenging. Parents and professionals reported that children’s contact
with grandparents was often reduced to window visits, socially distanced outdoor
meetings and phone or video calls. This meant that some children were unable to
form strong bonds with their grandparents. Younger children, in particular, struggled
to understand why they could only see their grandparents through windows and
could not hug or physically touch them. This emotional disconnect affected children’s
wellbeing and their sense of connection to their extended family.

They didn’t really have the same bonds with maybe grannies, grandads,
because they wouldn’t have been around so much and that’s important for
extended families to have bonds with grandchildren and new babies and
older grandchildren. | think children just couldn’t understand why people were
waving in windows and they couldn’t go out and get hugs and things like that.
So, emotionally, | think it did affect children, yes.”

— Health visitor, Northern Ireland

My daughter grew up from a baby to a toddler without her grandparents and it
took a long time to establish a bond.”

— Parent, England

Contributors shared stories of children whose parents were separated. These
children and young people faced unique challenges due to the Covid-19 restrictions.
Pandemic restrictions meant that they often experienced prolonged periods without
seeing one of their parents face-to-face. In some cases, they did not have in-person
contact with siblings who lived in different households. This made it difficult for these
children to maintain relationships with their families.
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“ It was difficult because my parents are divorced, so for us, you had to stay

within your bubble. Right? It was later clarified that children of divorced families
could go between parents. For quite a while actually | didn’t see my dad as a
result.”

— Young person, Scotland

When lockdown happened one of the siblings was with the dad, one was with
the mum, so they were apart for the whole time which was hard on them all as
they couldn’t socialise together.”

— Further education teacher, England

Parents and professionals reported that some children and young people took on
new caring responsibilities during the pandemic. With some parents having different
working patterns, dealing with increased financial pressures, or falling ill themselves,
some children had to step in to provide care. From cooking family dinners to

looking after younger siblings, these extra duties took a toll on their wellbeing and
relationships with their family.
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You had some kids who had to become helpers because they had younger
brothers and sisters and they had to almost grow up a bit quicker to look after
them.”

— Early years practitioner, England

Although my relationship with my children has grown, my daughter still openly
admits she does not trust me because | left her all alone to look after her
younger brother during lockdown [whilst going to work as a teacher] and | have
no response to that because though it was through no fault of my own, she is
right.”

— Parent, England
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Professionals expressed how children and young people who were already caring for
loved ones faced even greater challenges during the pandemic. These young people
were already carrying heavy responsibilities and added pressure of lockdown made
things even harder. Contributors shared heartfelt examples of young carers who
found themselves stretched to their limits, especially when they needed to care for a
sibling as well as their usual responsibilities.

“ If you have a 14-year-old who is looking after a parent or a carer or somebody
in their family and then suddenly their sibling is not in school either, they’re also
then having to make lunches and look after them, as well as their parent.”

— Further education teacher, England

Young carers missed the support and connection that the in-person support groups’
offered when they moved online. In some cases, there were online alternatives but
these were described as not as engaging and did not offer the same support.

For our young carer services, they normally go to a fortnightly group and

they have a fortnightly respite session with other young carers. So they're

able to engage with children who are going through exactly the same thing.
That automatically transferred to Zoom sessions, which was just completely
artificial. They were just sat there. Nobody would want to speak. The workers
would be trying to engage in conversation, but it was just so difficult. For lots of
children, it didn't suit them at all, and we did notice some children just naturally
disengaged from the support then.”

— Voluntary and community groups professional, Wales

Professionals believed young carers also lost the respite they normally get when
attending school. This left them even more isolated, juggling schoolwork, household
tasks and the emotional needs of their family. In addition to this, some young carers
were having to carry out tasks usually associated with health and social care paid
staff, like changing dressings. Some young carers’ education and mental health were
negatively impacted because of their pandemic caring responsibilities.

7 A Young Carers Meetup Group is a supportive, informal gathering for young people under 18 who care for a
family member or friend with a disability, iliness, or other condition. These groups provide a space for young
carers to connect with others, share experiences, and access information, support, and breaks from their caring
responsibilities.
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‘ Suddenly the young carers’ responsibilities just went through the roof. Before
the pandemic, a young person had to be in school, so the caring would be
done around the school hours. Whereas now, suddenly, the carers were at
home. If the person that would come to change their parent’s dressings or
something didn’t turn up, because they had Covid, then the young person
would have to do it and that’s taking them out of their education time. |
definitely felt like there were young people who were losing more of their own
space, particularly the ones that were carers.”

— Further education teacher, England

Young carers’ mental health continues to suffer massively from expectations
that [a]Jrose of them during that time, there was an absolutely huge level of
expectation.”

— Every Story Matters contributor, Carlisle Listening Event

“ For young carers it was very hard ... no socialising, no school, no regular school
meals and no respite.”

— Voluntary and community groups professional, England

Many children experienced an increase in mild family disagreements and sibling
squabbles during lockdowns. Parents and professionals explained that in some
cases, extended periods of confinement together at home worsened tensions that
may have been more manageable under normal circumstances. The lack of privacy
and personal space sometimes led to frayed nerves and shorter tempers.

| think the pressure of being in the household together for that length of time
would have negatively impacted them. Where young people were saying,
‘Look, it’s driving me mad here’. That increased family pressure either from
siblings or from parents, that was a big issue.”

— Voluntary and community groups professional, England

“ Not having a distraction or break from each other also strained our family
relationships and disagreements became more severe as there was no ability
to leave and get some distance.”

— Parent, England
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| think when you spend a lot of time with people, you tend to argue a bit
more. And just the slightest things can annoy you, that might not normally, but
because you're cramped up at home, it affected us in that way. My sister and |
are polar opposites, and at times there has been a lot of tension there. During
Covid it just built up over time. To be honest, as a result of that, my sister did
actually move out in the end.”

— Young person, England

LGBTQ+ young people who were living in unsupportive homes found increased
family tensions really challenging, particularly as they were also cut off from their
support networks.

“ People were stuck with their parents as well. | knew so many people who
were at home but would sneak out to trans support groups — you can’t do that
virtually with parents in the house. People being stuck in really unsupportive
judgemental environments, who normally have the freedom to nip in and out of
these safe spaces in person.”

— LGBTQ+ young person, Belfast Listening Event

Parents and professionals recounted that for some children, the strains of the
pandemic, like financial hardship or prolonged confinement at home contributed
to their parents’ relationships breaking down. Navigating custody arrangements
between parents and visitation schedules during the pandemic was incredibly
disorienting and stressful for all involved.

| think what’s been hard is that lots of parents have separated over the
pandemic and that’s taken its toll on the children. As is human nature, parents
will use their child as a carrot on a stick, so to speak and the child is in the
middle. And then the child is torn so they don’t know what is happening.”

— Assistant head teacher, secondary school, England



“ Every Story Matters Children and Young People

Professionals highlighted that for families where domestic or sexual abuse was
already happening, the lockdowns often intensified the risks. Being confined at
home, with limited access to outside support and increased isolation, made it harder
for individuals to seek help or find relief from abusive situations. This created more
pressure and danger within households where tensions were already high.

‘ If there’s physical abuse, domestic violence at home, they’re still happening, but
they were happening more because everybody was coming together, stressed
out, with no support from extended family. Parents can get by on a daily basis
because they get respite, they get babysitting, they get their grandparents.
They didn’t have any of that — it all shut down. So if there were issues before
in homes, over the pandemic, there were a lot more, because it was like a
pressure cooker, there was a boiling point.”

— Social worker, Northern Ireland

Professionals noted that domestic violence was occurring in families that were not
necessarily known to social services to be at risk pre-pandemic. This meant that
some children were suddenly exposed to increased conflict and tension between
their parents, which they may not have experienced before.

The other things that happened quite a lot that some are still even coming up is
domestic violence. Children being exposed to, you know, constant arguments

... during Covid we were getting both male and female being the perpetrator,
because it was just, it was difficult because | think even families that [I] have
always had on my case load, that have never had really concerns with. There
were concerns of constant arguments and the children, there is nowhere for the
children to go, and they are being exposed to that conflict, that intense friction
between parents.”

— Health visitor, England

Some professionals shared examples of domestic violence, neglect and sexual

abuse during the pandemic. Being confined at home with an abusive family member
with no escape or respite was profoundly traumatic for children and young people.
Professionals recalled concerns about the risks of abuse by carers or family members
that children were exposed to because they were confined to their homes with their
abusers and not at school.
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For those children suffering through any kind of abuse, whether that be
emotional or physical or neglect, those dynamics obviously changed. Because
these children had no safe space to go, school was their safe space. They
couldn’t get out, which was very difficult.”

— School nurse, Scotland

When children are in school they are away from that abuse, they’re protected,
they’re safe. But during the lockdowns, they weren’t coming to school, so
there’s no doubt that every school would have had children that would have
been exposed to those types of behaviours far more than if schools were
open.”

— Secondary teacher, England

There were cases where siblings sexually abused other siblings. This happened
because there was no one to go to and most of the time, they remained in one
environment where they continue to see each other”

— Social worker, England

Social care professionals told us that face-to-face contact between children in care
and their biological families was mostly replaced by video calls during lockdowns.
While this provided some connection, it was considered a poor substitute for
supervised meetings in person. Social care professionals described how the lack

of hugs, cuddles and face-to-face conversations left a deep void for these children.
Professionals working in children’s homes linked this lack of contact to young people
engaging with harmful behaviours during that time.

So, all of a sudden, they felt excluded from their families. Yes, they could talk
to them over Skype, but that’s not the same. That’s not the same as your
mum giving you a hug and telling you it’s going to be okay, you know? All of a
sudden, our children didn’t feel that they were part of their family anymore.”

— Children’s home staff, England
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“ | think, for our guys it was mostly the not seeing their parents. They live with
us full-time and, you know, not being able to go out, even on a drive. One of
our guys, his dad works away, but when he comes home, he’ll go home, stay
overnight and for the weekend. It was a real change for him, because he’s so
close to his dad that it created more self-injurious behaviour in him, because he
didn’t know what was going on.”

— Children’s home staff, Northern Ireland

Younger children often found it hard to connect with family members over video calls.
Parents and professionals explained that this was because many younger children
did not yet have the attention span, understanding, or social awareness needed to
engage meaningfully through a screen. This was particularly difficult if language was
an additional barrier.

It did carry on online, but it was really difficult for her in that sense. The dad
couldn’t speak a word of English. We had to dial into an interpreter line and the
interpreter would translate to dad. And trying to get a three year-old to sit there
was so difficult.”

— Foster parent, England

Contributors also recounted that siblings often found themselves competing for time
during the limited time available for a video call, adding to stress and frustration.

‘ Eventually they did online chats, which was good because we encouraged
them to. | asked mum to play games with them online. So, they were playing
games, but because they’re both need[ing their mum’s attention], it was hard.
They were both fighting for mum’s attention. They would argue a lot, saying one
spoke to mum more than the other. That became hard.”

— Foster parent, Wales

Professionals felt that for some children and young people in residential care, the
hope of seeing their parents at the weekend was a key motivator to get through the
challenges of the week. However, the pandemic disrupted this contact leading to
heightened stress and uncertainty for these children.

It was really, really stressful for some of them, because that was what they
would look forward to at the end of the week. That’s what their incentive is,

that is what their motivator is ... to be good all week. Not that contact will stop if
you’re not good, but it was that excitement. And then, you’d remind them, ‘Don’t
forget you’ve got Saturday, you can show mum this’. And then, when you take
away that luxury, it’s not even a luxury, it’s a right.”

— Therapist, England
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“ There was a lengthy period in which all our young people’s home visits stopped
on the guidance of social work departments, leaving them uncertain of when
they may see their families again.”

— Children’s home staff, Scotland

Mia and Sophie’s story

Eleanor, a parent from Northern Ireland, has two nieces, Mia and Sophie, who were
in care at the outset of the pandemic. Prior to the pandemic, they’d had regular
supervised contact with their birth family. However, these visits were stopped and the
children went three years without having any contact with their birth family, including
online contact.

During Covid, it completely stopped and social services couldn’t even manage
to organise a Zoom call with us. So, we went three years without my nieces
seeing their granny, their aunties, their cousins, their birth family at all. They had
zero access to us. Not even phone calls, because social services were so short-
staffed.”

Mia has a global developmental delays, and Eleanor shared how she struggled to
understand why her family had suddenly stopped coming to see her. When they
reunited after three years, Mia was angry and upset, believing that they had chosen
not to visit her.

“ She huffed the whole visit and she said, ‘Why did you not see me? Why did you
not come here?’ She was very angry at us, because she’d gone so long without
seeing us and we couldn’t explain to her the situation. She didn’t have the
understanding to know.”

Contributors shared how for some children in care, the pause in family visits
during the pandemic provided a period of respite from distressing experiences or
interactions with their birth parents.

8 Global Developmental Delay (GDD) is a term used to describe children who are significantly delayed in two or more
areas of development, like motor skills, speech and language, or social and emotional skills, compared to their age
peers.
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It was quite a strained relationship with mum and dad, anyway. It’'s better now,
but it was almost a relief for him that he hadn't been pushed into going to

see them. For him, it was a couple of minutes of chatting on the phone and it
was like, ‘Yes, that’s fine. | don’t want to talk to them’, because he doesn’t like
talking on the phone. He doesn’t like video calls and we’d been asked to put no
pressure on it and do it as and when. It was enough for him. He was happy with
that.”

— Foster parent, England

We had a couple of children who lived with us and actually not seeing their
families really stabilised their behaviours. These children in particular absolutely
thrived and they went from quite unsettled, quite challenging, aggressive
children, to very stable, calm, happy, smiling children that were just adorable. It
was so lovely to see.”

— Children’s home staff, England

As the pandemic went on and some contact with birth families began to resume,
social care professionals recounted how social distancing and mask-wearing
changed the experience of any in-person visits that did happen.
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The cohort of young people | was working with would normally have contact
with their parents because they were looked after children. So they would see
them in a contact centre. And that would often be weekly, every other week, or
monthly. There was a lot of disruption to that because they need to make sure
they’re tested and have the social distancing in place, wearing masks. That was
really difficult and I think it took quite a long time for that to go back to normal in
terms of the way contact or family time happened.”

— Social worker, England

We had residential children who had to wave through windows to see their
parents. It was so sad. One of the mums posted a video on YouTube being
reunited with her son. It had me in bits, you can only imagine how horrendous
that would be.”

— Staff member at residential care school, Scotland

Contributors explained that the pandemic disrupted regular visitation schedules
between children in care and their birth families. Prior to the pandemic, these visits
were usually clearly structured and timetabled, providing a sense of stability and
predictability for the children. However, due to the lockdown children and their
families struggled to maintain their connections.
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| think the big impact for children who were either in residential care or foster
care, was that their time with their families was massively impacted. So, if they
were having regular time with mum or dad or both, it was usually quite clearly
set-up. Clearly timetabled, when that happens, where that happens. That all
went out the window. | remember it being really difficult to get back to that
regularity of family time with their birth families. | think that was probably the

biggest impact for them.”

— Social worker, England

“ Children in care already have it tough but the lock down made it worse. Family
time contact was stopped as everyone was scared of coronavirus and nobody
wanted to facilitate the contact for us.”

— Young person, England

The pandemic not only disrupted regular visitation schedules for children in care

but also led to an increase in placement breakdowns and unplanned moves between
their home or residential settings. Contributors shared how this led to emotional
strain on both children and carers. Combined with the challenges posed by
llockdown measures, this resulted in some foster and residential placements
becoming unsustainable.

| had a breakdown during the second lockdown ... My children were separated
and moved to several different homes as well as several different social
workers and managers. They are shells of the children taken as they endured
emotional and physical abuse from some fosterers. My children will never be
the same again.”

— Parent, England

Phoebe’s story

Thea, a community worker from Scotland, explained how the pandemic disrupted
the lives of many foster children. She shared the story of Phoebe, an 11-year-old girl
[at the start of the pandemic], who had been in a stable placement only to have it
suddenly ended within days of the lockdown starting.
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“ My young person was staying with foster carers and had been there since she

was four. So, she has been with these foster carers for a long period of time.
She was on a permanence order, which means that they’re out of the children’s
hearing system, that’s their place of residence and where they’re anticipated to
stay until they’re 16 or 18, or whenever they leave care.”

When the pandemic struck, her foster carers, Bob and Sally, who were older and with
one having a respiratory issue, became extremely fearful of contracting the virus.

Obviously, they got very scared by the media and the warnings around catching
things from other people. She was asked to leave her foster care placement
within two days of the lockdown starting because she was a young person

and they were worried that she was either speaking to other young people, or
would keep going to school or ... They were just worried. They were just really,
really scared that she was going to bring Covid home. And so they ended her
foster placement.

And she’d been there for, | think, seven years. It had been such a long
placement. It was a very stable foster care placement that just totally
disintegrated within a couple of hours. So, her whole life changed from one
day to the next because of these reactions by the adults around her. And it was
heartbreaking.”

Phoebe was placed with a new foster family, but this was short lived and she was
placed in a residential home after this.
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This new foster family lasted, | would say for a few months, but because it’s
lockdown and they don’t know each other, it was really, really stressful for
everybody. For the foster carers, for the young person. And so, she ended up
going to go and live in a residential home, one of these ones that is way out in
the middle of the countryside.”

Thea described the long-term consequences of these decisions on Phoebe’s
relationships and support network.

It’s so, so, sad because she’s now two hours away from [her home city]. So,
she’s removed completely from her high school friends, from her family,

her family, her birth family, her old foster family and now, she’s somewhere
completely different a few years down the line. And | think that those sort of
knee-jerk reactions from the adults around her were completely unacceptable,
but they were considered right at the time.”
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Social care professionals shared that some young people ended up facing extended
periods of time with their birth families due these placement breakdowns. When
foster or residential placements broke down due to the strains of the pandemic,
some children went back to the care of their birth families for longer than expected.
In some cases, the lack of available placements meant that children who were
planned for removal from their parents remained in their biological parents' care

for extended periods. The inconsistency in care arrangements and the changes
between living with birth families and being in social care was emotionally distressing
and disruptive for these children and young people.

“ But then once Covid stopped and they had to come back to us to live, it was
actually creating problems too. They’d just lived at home for a couple of months
and then they were coming back to their more routine setting. So, that then
created problems on the other side.”

— Children’s home staff, Northern Ireland

Stories shared by parents, professionals and young people highlight how children
and young people experienced a range of situations during the pandemic.
Throughout these difficult experiences, we also heard about families creating
stronger bonds.

As children and young people commonly stayed at home during lockdowns, many
contributors expressed how families got to spend more time together. Many families
enjoyed shared activities like baking, gardening, playing board games and taking
family walks.

For some young people it was great, they were at home and their parents
were home with them and they’d do gardening, they’d do TikToks, they’d cook,
they’d read, they’d go on family walks. When the weather was lovely in the
summer, they’d all be out in the garden.”

— Youth worker, Wales

“ | think because the weather was so nice at that time, we used to set it as five
o’clock every day, we're going out for a walk across the fields. And it was nice,
we used to just talk together, share stuff, so it was a time where we did spend
more time together.”

— Parent of children aged 10 and 13, England
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Parents and young people recounted how this extra bonding time often helped
strengthen relationships between children and their parents and siblings.

We can see that the example we set during lockdown brought a positive effect
on the whole family and my teenagers actually like to spend time with us and
most importantly, with their toddler brother.”

— Parent, England

“ It was me and my mum and my stepdad, so we were just hanging out. | actually
probably bonded with them quite a lot over that period. Before that, you just get
up to your own thing and you’re so busy all the time, but | feel like when you’re
forced to spend time with them - | know that sounds bad - but | guess we were,
it was good fun.”

— Young person, Scotland

Before the pandemic, he was your standard 16-year-old that didn’t want
anything to do with his parents, wouldn’t go out with you, didn’t want to do
things with you, but then he did everything with us ... | am much closer to him
than | think | ever would have been if it hadn’t happened. For two years, he
lived with me and | was his social interaction. | was the person he would talk to
and I’'m now really close to him and he offloads to me when he’s got a problem
and rings me when he’s got issues, which | don’t think many late teenage boys
do with their mum. | think we have a better relationship because of it.”

— Parent of 16-year-old-child, England

During the pandemic, we heard about children and young people feeling reassured
by being around immediate family. Families being able to navigate pandemic
challenges together gave an important sense of security to many children and young
people.

| think there was a degree of security for some young people, in a time of crisis
[during the pandemic], to have close family around them.”

— Health visitor, England

For many younger children aged under five, the pandemic meant having their
parents, particularly their fathers, more present and involved in their daily lives. These
children benefited from the extra quality time and engagement their parents were
able to provide. In some cases, this positive change has continued.
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| suppose whenever my husband was off [work], it was good. It was time that
you never would have got otherwise. He got to see things and watch her
progress that he would never have got to.”

— Parent of 2-year-old-child, Northern Ireland

| would say there was a positive influence, that actually a lot of the dads would
say to me when we were going in, ‘I really enjoyed it because I've been able to
bond with my new baby. I've been able to have skin-to-skin time’. So, there’s an
element of quality there. | think maybe more for the newborn babies than the
young babies, it was a positive because they had both parents around.”

— Health visitor, Wales

Although it was stressful in lots of ways, some of the working from home did
mean that often children were seeing both parents and actually that has carried
on and is a silver lining to the pandemic. Far more partners do some work from
home now, are around a bit more during the day. They may take the little one
out and have lunch with them, or do both nursery runs on the days they’re
working from home.”

— Health visitor, England

Kathryn’s story

Kathryn is a mother of two teenage boys in Wales who told us her family’s
experience of the pandemic. Both Kathryn and her husband were furloughed at
the beginning of the pandemic. This gave them an opportunity to reconnect with
each other as a family.

“ Because in 2019 | had a cancer diagnosis, so thankfully by the time Covid hit

everything was finished. But it had been a bit of a strange 10 months where |
hadn’t actually been able to spend as much time with the kids as | would have
wanted, because of treatments and hospital stays and all that sort of stuff. And
just not maybe being quite well enough to do things. So, it sounds really weird
to say this and | know that people have awful experiences of the pandemic, but
it almost was, like, a blessing for us because we were furloughed at the time.
So, we were both at home, the kids were at home and it was just, like, this time
to kind of decompress, reconnect.”

During the initial lockdown they planned fun activities together as a family.
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They were lucky that they had each other and they’re very close, and obviously
they had both of us at home, so there was no pressure to have to work, to do
anything really. So, | think initially actually they loved it, you know, we just had
fun, there was no work sent from school, so we just made our own school. We
would, like, do video calls with friends, and they would set each other little kind
of fun challenges and then make videos about or projects about it.”

The first lockdown, we just like everybody walked loads, cooked loads, played
loads of games, watched loads of movies, just did all the fun stuff really.”
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3 Impact on social interactions

This chapter explores how children and young

people interacted with friends and peers during the
pandemic. Many turned to online platforms to maintain
relationships, but this sometimes created new risks

of bullying and harm. The loss of in-person interaction
meant some felt isolated or struggled to develop
social skills.

Changes in social interactions during the
pandemic

Contributors recalled how children and young people’s social lives were turned
upside down when lockdown restrictions were put in place. Children’s experiences
varied. Disruptions to school and other social experiences left many children

and young people feeling lonely and isolated as their in-person interactions with
friends and peers became limited or changed completely. Many turned to online
relationships and created new friendships (which is detailed later in this chapter).

“ My children cried everyday sometimes out of loneliness and frustration at
not being allowed to see their friends.”

— Parent, England

“ | don’t really think they fully understood what exactly Covid meant, but as it
kept going, | know some children did suffer with not being able to go and
visit granny and grandad or go and visit their friends, because they’re used
to seeing their friends every day in school and to see their teachers. So, a lot
of children did struggle, and some became quite frightened of going outside
or do any sort of thing like that ... when we came back to school they almost
struggled even to socialise and play games because they hadn’t been doing it
for such a long time.”

— Primary teacher, Northern Ireland
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‘ For older children the isolation from their friends was almost too much to bear
and they withdrew into their social media accounts and online worlds.”

— Teacher, England

Parents and professionals shared how children and young people who were not at
school in person felt cut off from friends, especially where friends were still attending
school in person. Key workers’ children and vulnerable children who still attended
school had some social interactions, but with fewer children and mixed age groups.

Some of the children who were at home, emotionally, found that really difficult
to see their friends at school having a good time and laughing and I think felt
very isolated and very alone. To the point that a few of them got in touch and
said, ‘They don’t want to join in with it because they’re just finding it really
difficult as to why their friends can be at school and they have to still be at
home on their own.” | think that kicked in after a while. They missed interacting
with other people.”

— Primary teacher, England

When lockdowns eased and children returned to school, they faced restrictions such
as social distancing and ‘bubble’ systems. Parents and teachers shared how younger
children found it confusing when they returned to school and could not play with
their friends like before.

‘ Where in school normally they’re allowed to just go up to their friends and
they’re allowed to play, hug each other. You know, how are you going to tell a
[young child], “You know you can’t do that. You can’t hug your friend or you can’t
run and hold hands.’ It was really, really difficult for her to grasp the fact that that
wasn’t allowed.”

— Parent of 3-year-old-child, England

Many children were not in the same bubblese as their friends. Parents and teachers
explained that this left children feeling lonely without their usual friends to play with.

‘ They were missing their friends who they’re usually in the groups with and so
they were interacting with children from other groups ... there can be up to 26
in a class, they’re all in separate little groups. So, there could be a child with no
one else who they usually play with. They’re not there.”

— Early years practitioner, England

9 Bubbles were smaller groups of students who were meant to socialise and learn together consistently, to limit
exposure to Covid-19.
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Young people attending university shared how they missed out on important social
milestones and experiences during lockdowns. They described feeling frustrated that
they would never get the chance to have the experiences they should have.

“ Obviously, my summer was practically ruined because of Covid. You know, |
was limited to having house parties with the people I lived with at uni and | see
them every day so it’s not really a party because you’re not meeting anyone
new, you’re not doing anything new, it’s people you live with. It’s like having a
party every weekend with your family, it wouldn’t really make sense ... | just felt
really robbed ... Socially, | just felt robbed.”

— Young person, University student, England

Some young people told us they over compensated when restrictions eased,
sometimes leading to unsafe behaviour and, in rare cases, experiences of, and
surviving assault.

“ | was 22, being in my early twenties, my sex drive was high and there was no
release at that time. | got the feeling | missed out. | felt like | had to make up for
lost time when | went home ... Subsequently, | got into really unsafe situations, |
had no screen for identifying good people, | ended up being raped.”

— Every Story Matters contributor, LGBTQ+ Male, Belfast Listening Event™

Social contacts in lockdown depended on children and young people’s
circumstances. Parents and young people recounted how those with siblings,
extended family members, neighbours, or young people living with other students
in halls of residence often had more opportunities to socialise in person. In contrast,
many children and young people who only had relationships with adults in their
family felt more isolated.

“ If it’s a family of three, you know, one child, two adults, | don’t think they should
isolate that family because that child has nobody else ... she needed somebody
else. She needed somebody to talk to. Somebody to be there. We were always
there. We always listened. We did board games. We did everything that we
could, but it wasn’t enough.”

—Parent of 13-year-old-child, Northern Ireland

10 This young person was offered support onsite at the event, but he provided assurance that he had accessed
support when it happened and it was his wish to share his disturbing experience to highlight that men can also be
sexually assaulted.
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My children were absolutely fine, because they still had their friends who
they’re playing outside with in the garden. And | don’t think there was much
social distancing with the children ... because they’re just next-door! You hop
in their garden and they will hop in our garden and that was it, because you
couldn’t go anywhere else! It was just parks, gardens and just outside space.”

—Parent of children aged 6, 11 and 14, England

And then at university there were still loads of social interactions in my first year
because | was in halls. And on the campus there were still 10,000 students all
within a half a mile radius, so as much as they tried to restrict the mingling it
didn’t really always work.”

— Young person, University student, England

Young people in residential care homes lived with other young people, but the way
they interacted with others varied. Children’s home staff recalled how for some, the
isolation of lockdowns opened doors to new friendships with young people in their
residential homes. Others sought out trusted adults for support and guidance.
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They weren’t necessarily seeing their friends. But | suppose they came together
as a group, in other ways, which was nice, because they don’t always do that
and we don’t always have young people who we would nearly take out as a
group. But during that time, they did come together, it changed in that they
knew they were isolated together.”

— Children’s home staff, Northern Ireland

There were some friendships developing and we could see certain children
spending more time together. | wouldn’t say that all the children became friends
and they were just playing all day, no, because | think that the children that we
support, they were seeking staff guidance and they would just go to staff more
than children.”

— Children’s home staff, England

Professionals told us how children and young people moving to new foster families
found restrictions particularly isolating as it made it more difficult for them to create
new connections and friendships. Likewise, asylum seeking children would have
normally been able to connect with other children with similar experiences, but the
pandemic made this harder.
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These children were taken quite far [from their homes]. One was from Swansea,
one was Newport, and one was from the very far end of Cardiff. So, they had

no friends around there anyway. Anyone they had started to make a bit of a
relationship with, all that had to stop.”

— Children’s home staff, Wales

A group of kids who would have arrived from Afghanistan and you could

link them up to other children who were from Afghanistan or from Syria, or
wherever they’d come from. Immediately, they’d be able to feel a bit more at
home and make some of those connections, but they weren’t able to do that
during that period.”

— Social worker, England

Their experience of being in a different country is already frightening and lonely
and you'd work hard to connect them with a community or other people that
understand their language and things like that. During the pandemic, you're not
able to do those things, you're not able to connect children and young people
to a community or other family that might be out there, that was really reduced.”

— Therapist, Northern Ireland

Contributors also shared how some young people felt frustrated by not being able to
see friends and started ignoring rules so they could have social contact.

66

| know a couple of young people got to the point where it was, basically, ‘What
will be, will be, | couldn’t care less. I’'m just going to go and visit friends and, if |
get arrested, | get arrested.”

— Social worker, Northern Ireland

Contributors expressed how children and young people who were shielding or had
vulnerable family members often had more difficult experiences, particularly as the
pandemic went on. They were not able to return to socialising in person as lockdown
restrictions eased because of the need to continue to manage the risk of Covid-19
infection. This also affected their friendships, making these children and young
people lonelier and even leading to loss of friendships.
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When schools reopened to all, young people were able to meet in groups.
These young people who were shielding couldn't and a lot of them just felt
disconnected from their peers. Again, their mental health wasn't great. There
was a lot of anger, like, 'Why do | need to shield? Why do | have this condition?
Why is it me? It's so unfair, quite understandably.”

School nurse, Scotland

| was in quite a large friendship group at the beginning of the pandemic. As
time went on, a few of them didn’t understand why | wasn’t going out when
they were even though I'd explained that | was shielding. | think because they
were in situations where they didn’t have anyone at home vulnerable they were
less cautious of the rules. So it did cost some friends along the way.”

— Young person, University student, Wales

Building and maintaining relationships online

Contributors highlighted how children and young people used online platforms like
social media and online games to stay connected with friends and family during
lockdowns. This paired with the boredom they experienced during lockdowns meant
that they were spending much more time online than ever before.
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Everything revolved around phones and laptops. It was school work on the
laptops, it was communicating with your friends and family through your
phones, rather than visiting.”

— Parent of children aged 2 and 5, Wales

It [online relationships] was their only way to keep in touch with their friends
and with people.”

— Foster parent, Northern Ireland

Children / young people moved their social lives online and became heavy
consumers of social media.”

— School governor, England
In terms of just spending more time on social media and stuff, it’s definitely
increased, especially because we didn’t really have anything else to do.”

— Young person, University student, Scotland
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“ They’re saying American phrases, like ‘diaper’ rather than ‘nappy’ and that’s just
because they’re fixated and they’re absorbed by all these channels that these
parents are just putting on YouTube for them.”

— Primary teacher, Wales

Contributors explained that children and young people used online platforms to keep
in touch with friends or make new friendships during the pandemic, helping them feel
less lonely during lockdowns.

“ They had a phone, they had their laptops and stuff. Physically they couldn’t
interact but they were talking and chatting [to their friends], so in a way they
were very lucky to have a phone and technology. If that wasn’t the case, | think
they would have gone up the wall, to be honest.”

— Parent of children aged 2, 9 and 13, England

“ From morning until night, or to early hours of the morning, people would be
connected to each other virtually and that was a huge positive for young
people because it meant that they didn't feel, a lot of them didn't feel isolated,
could be spending their time gaming with their friends, or chatting to their
friends in a way that older people weren't able to. So, | think that in some ways,
it was easier for young people because they could connect.”

— Therapist, England

Parents told us how children and young people of different ages seemed to make
use of online platforms in different ways. Younger children struggled to maintain
relationships with friends and family online. Some were too young to be able to
engage in conversations. Many did not have access to devices and relied on their
parents to help them set up calls. For some children, the pandemic meant that their
parents bought them devices earlier than they had planned.

“ She didn’t have access to a phone. They were too small to talk on tablets or
phones, and stuff like that. So, yes, they did miss socialisation with her friends
and talking and playing with them.”

— Parent of 5 year old, Scotland

“ Because of Covid, we ended up getting them - even though they were only six
and two - we ended up getting iPads so they could go on the iPad and ... more
the older one, so she could play games or watch YouTube or ring friends. Just
to keep her occupied.”

— Parent of newborn and children aged 2 and 6, Northern Ireland
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Parents and professionals explained that teenagers seemed to find it easier to adapt
to online friendships because they often had devices and were used to interacting
with friends and peers online.

“ You might have the 16 year-old who’s got their phone and can keep in contact
with them [friends] via Snapchat, or social media. But when you’re talking about
the 11 year-old and the younger ones, who don’t necessarily have that kind of
phone or those kinds of devices, then that was a bit hard.”

— Children’s home staff, Scotland

Contributors shared how they thought boys and girls experienced the move to online
socialising slightly differently. Boys often played online games together, while girls
chatted online or on the phone more.

“ Just like me, both boys are avid gamers, so there was a lot of online gaming
and the social interaction through that was a blessing. You know, they could still
interact and play with their friends, even if not in person.”

— Parent of children aged 6 and 10, Scotland

“ | feel like during Covid, he built up more of a friendship within the gaming
society. So, in a way he managed to build up friends.”

— Foster parent, England

“ Boys would be more likely to just have chats and stuff with their pals when
they're playing a game, where the girls would be more likely to actually phone
each other or meet up in person.”

— Therapist, Scotland

Some parents worried that relying only on gaming made their sons feel more
isolated.

My son just ended up playing games, being antisocial, just sitting in his room
until it’s time for food or until he came out to help his sister to study.”

— Parent of children aged 5, 10 and 14, Scotland

The shift to interacting online meant that children and young people were able to
become friends with new peers nearby, but also with people across the country
and beyond.
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“ | think he got more friends online from different countries during the pandemic,
it was online. When | went near his screen to look at how many people he was
interacting with there were hundreds of people online. When you ask him, ‘Do
you know these people?’ ‘No.” But they keep chatting. It’s all over the world,
some were in Australia, New Zealand, or America, everywhere ... | think he
found more friends even after the pandemic. He connected with some people
nearby that he didn’t know.”

— Parent of children aged 6 and 9, Scotland

“ During the pandemic, every male was on the PlayStation, playing different,
various games. That’s all we did, basically, that’s our way of socialising, | made
a lot of friends during that ... We'd all play a game together from a social aspect
actually, it wasn’t too bad. | was still able to go online and play games with my
friends, meet new people and have a good laugh for the majority of the day
because we weren’t doing anything.”

— Young person, Scotland

Through listening events, we heard how some young neurodiverse people really
benefited from online communication, allowing them to connect with others they
could not keep in touch with in-person.

“ | exclusively spoke to other gay people online, | was the only gay person in
my village. Still now, | mostly talk to other gay people online. I've only recently
started to go to gay bars last week, it’s difficult with my neurodivergence.”

— LGBTQ+ Male, Belfast Listening Event

After social distancing measures were lifted, many parents and professionals working
with children noticed that children and young people seemed to prefer talking online
to in-person relationships and many found it difficult to readjust to interacting in
person. Contributors noted that this change may have happened regardless of the
pandemic.

“ It was all online. It was all chatting online with his friends, phoning his friends
and playing Roblox, whatever you call it. God, we can’t stand that game. But
even now, they log on a WhatsApp or Facetime call and they’ll all be playing
Roblox together rather than meeting up and talking to each other.”

— Parent of 8-year-old child, Northern Ireland

“ None of them did any of it, even to the point that when they were allowed, they
didn’t really go out. They stayed in and gamed online. | think socially it’s [the
pandemic] changed them all and even now when they’re all at uni, they don’t
do what kids did at uni years ago. They stay in.”

— Parent of 16-year-old child, England
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Being blamed for spreading Covid

Children and young people were sometimes blamed for spreading the Covid-19 virus.
Young people in university felt particularly affected by this. Some young people who
chose not to get vaccinated felt targeted too.

‘ It was difficult living in a new place and then often being demonised for being
Covid spreaders. Students were an easy community to blame.”

— Young person, University student, England

“ As for the young people | worked with, they became victims of public
campaigns aiming to blame young people for becoming ‘granny killers’ if they
decided to try and live a normal life by not wearing a mask and taking charge of
their health by choosing not to get vaccinated.”

— Voluntary and community groups professional, England

At a listening event in Bradford, we heard how young people from ethnic minority
backgrounds were sometimes blamed for Covid-19. They experienced racism during
the pandemic, sometimes when they were walking in the streets.

“ Asian young people would hear muttering in the street like ‘go back home, this

is why this happened, the pandemic is your fault’.
— Young person, Bradford Listening Event

“ Amongst and towards Black, Chinese and Asian people, there was so much
racism, people saying ‘don’t you think you need to go home, put a mask on’.
Hong Kong students were here during the pandemic, they got so much racism
saying all because of you. Lots of blaming, lots of naming and shaming.”

— Young person, Bradford Listening Event

Experiences of bullying

Contributors reported that the pandemic brought about substantial changes in
children and young people's experiences of and exposure to bullying. For some
children and young people, not going to school meant a break from face-to-face
bullying.
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“ It actually gave a lot of the children who lived here a break from bullying.”

— Foster parent, Scotland

“ And some of them were like, ‘Oh, well, | don’t want to speak to you ... ’'m not at
school. So, therefore, my problems of being bullied or hating school where that
kind of thing is not a problem because I’'m not at school anymore.”

— Therapist, Scotland

Emma’s story

Paul works as a child and adolescent psychotherapist. He shared the story of Emma,
a young person who was able to explore her gender identity during the lockdowns.
Prior to the pandemic, Emma identified as a boy and experienced constant bullying
from peers at school, leading her to feel lonely and unhappy.

However, the lockdowns gave Emma a respite from the bullying. This provided her
with the space needed to realise she was transgender.

“ There was a young boy that felt very bullied at school, was seen to be probably
on the spectrum, wasn’t settled in school, was an unhappy, lonely child. Then
the pandemic came along and her recounting of it is that, ‘It was when | could
leave school and just be on my own and gather my own identity together, |
could then actually recognise that | felt | was in the wrong body and, you know,
| was trans. And if I'd been in the bullying environment at school, | would never
have been able to allow that part of myself to come into the forefront.””

For some children and young people, the pandemic worsened their experiences

of bullying. While bullying may have been an ongoing issue prior to Covid-19, the
pandemic added extra pressures, such as lack of respite from online bullying and
little support from schools who were not always aware of the issues or were not able
to respond to them.

Hannah'’s story

Judith shared her daughter’s experience of bullying with us through Every Story
Matters. Hannah was in her final year of primary school when the pandemic began.

Before the pandemic, Hannah had already been experiencing bullying from her
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classmates. However, the situation worsened during lockdowns. As a diligent
student, Hannah continued to work hard, which led to increased abuse from her
peers. The bullying was relentless, with Hannah facing harassment online and in
public spaces.

“ She was hit with more bullying because her peers weren’t studying, whereas |
was insisting she study. She experienced more bullying via Facebook, people
would see her in the street as she exercised, would target her as she was in
Asda with me and continued to call her names.”

Upon returning to school in-person, Judith requested that Hannah be moved to a
different class at school, hoping this would help tackle the bullying. Unfortunately, the
change only intensified the problem, with Hannah being bullied extensively due to
her distinctive appearance, including her clothing and hairstyle.

Feeling that the school failed to provide appropriate support, Judith made the difficult
decision to withdraw Hannah permanently to protect her from further abuse.

| took her out of high school permanently in Feb 2022 as she was repeatedly
being assaulted both physically and verbally, in and out of school and school
were doing nothing to support her.”

As children and young people spent a lot of their time online, studying, playing or
connecting via social media, they could not escape bullying even when they were at
home. Professionals noted that lockdowns also meant that children had less contact
with teachers who they would usually seek support from.

“ The phone is always there, so it can always message. A notification can always
come up. So, in some ways, there’s no escape. For the young people that might
be struggling with that, for example, bullying on social media or posts about
self-harm or about body image type stuff, it’s always there. It’s not something
that you dip in and out of. It's completely immersive.”

— Therapist, England

“ There was so much more cyber bullying going on during Covid, they didn’t
have a teacher there to talk about it.”

— Young person, Bradford Listening Event

We heard deeply moving accounts of how cyberbullying had a profoundly negative
impact on some young people during the pandemic. Many young people felt
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isolated and vulnerable and the bullying they experienced in digital spaces often
felt inescapable. Professionals shared heartbreaking examples of just how severe
the consequences could be with some young people feeling struggling to the point
where they considered or attempted to take their own lives.

There were some young people who mentioned that they were suicidal
throughout the pandemic as well. Because of online abuse.”

— Voluntary and community groups professional, Wales

“ There have been one or two incidents with cyberbullying. One student in
particular that I’'m thinking of she actually ended her own life because of online
issues that were happening.”

— Further education teacher, England

Experiences of other online harms

Some professionals discussed how online harms were an issue before the pandemic.
However, many believed that children and young people spending more time online
during the pandemic increased the risks of them experiencing online harms such as
interacting with harmful people or accessing harmful content. Many professionals
thought that vulnerable children were at most risk of online harms.

Parents were often working from home or not at home if they were key workers,
making it difficult to supervise their children’s increased online activities. Parents
shared how they monitored their children’s online activity, but not all felt they had the
right tools or enough knowledge to set up parental controls.

“ Some adults, they don’t have the knowledge of monitoring the children when
they are online, they don’t really use the parental controls which are really
offered by the internet providers.”

— Social worker, England

“ It's so much harder for parents to police their children’s usage and, like, now,
the kids all know that you can have two Snapchat accounts on one phone, but
not every parent knows that.”

— Parent of children aged 2, 15 and 20, Northern Ireland
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Camilla’s story

Mary is a foster carer with 18 years of experience. During the pandemic, she cared
for three siblings: a 10-year-old boy and two girls aged 12 and 15. Despite Mary
enforcing strict rules about phone usage, the girls’ social media use increased
during the pandemic. The 12-year-old, Camilla, accessed platforms like Snapchat and
dating apps despite being underage®. Mary was very concerned about the potential
exposure to inappropriate content and the dangers of online interactions.

“ The 12-year-old shouldn’t have been on Snapchat. She shouldn’t have been on
a lot of things, but we were asked to allow her on them because that was the
medium her friends were using. She was on Tinder at one stage and stuff like
that, as a 12-year-old and so we needed to control that.”

To try and protect Camilla online, Mary resorted to installing monitoring software on
the 12-year-old’s phone. This decision was met with strong resistance from Camilla,
straining their relationship.

“ | had to buy an app that allowed me to see what she was doing; we were that
worried about what she was doing. Then | could control and take her off things
if things ... because | could see all her, all the content of her phone ... She did
kick back about it.”

Professionals shared their deep concern about the rise in harmful online interactions
affecting young people. They described how, with so much life moving onto digital
platforms, some children and young people became more vulnerable to risks
including sexual exploitation, grooming and criminal coercionz. Some contributors,
such as those working in children’s homes and for voluntary and community groups
spoke about a substantial increase in referrals for grooming and sexual exploitation
both during and after the pandemic. In some cases, online interactions led to in-
person meetings with strangers resulting in tragic experiences of sexual assault.

“ | think child sexual exploitation really increased with the pandemic because so
many more children were online, they were much more open to predators and |
think that they have really honed in on that.”

— Children’s home staff, England

11 Most social media platforms require users to be at least 13 years old to register, whilst dating apps are restricted to
those over 18.
12 Exploitation involves someone taking advantage of a child or young person, often for personal gain,
while grooming is when an individual builds a relationship with a child to abuse or exploit them. Criminal
coercion generally refers to using threats or force to compel someone to act against their will, often to achieve
a specific outcome.



Every Story Matters Children and Young People

“ And there was also a lot of sexual exploitation. A lot of children obviously - even
meeting people online. And then once they meet them online they then would
meet them at a park or something. So, we had a case where a young girl was
actually sexually assaulted in the park. She was raped in the park.”

— Social worker, England

Social care professionals also shared stories about the challenges some children
and young people faced when sharing private or indecent images online. During
the pandemic these behaviours became more common, sometimes leading to
situations where young people felt pressured or even blackmailed.

For many, the fear that these images might resurface has caused added anxiety and
distress.

‘ We had issues of a lot of girls sending naked pictures. Boys as well. We actually
had a boy who sent a naked picture and he was then being blackmailed for it.”

— Social worker, England

“ Children were spending a lot more time on their own, the proliferation of
indecent images of children, children being coerced into sending an image of
themselves, and then it gets sent around really quickly.”

— Social worker, England

“ There was another young girl | worked with, in terms of sexual exploitation, she
had sent a picture to someone. This picture had been sent all around school
into different group chats to other schools and to this day she still has issues
at school. She is not confident in herself, she worries about people seeing her
online.”

— Social worker, England

In rare cases, we heard stories of children searching for connections online during
the pandemic interacting with people who coerced them into criminal activity.
Criminal coercion is a very complex issue and there is no evidence that some of
these experiences would not have happened in any case. However, some social
workers believed that social isolation made young people more vulnerable to
criminal coercion.
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Tim’s story

Allan is a social worker who shared the story of Tim, a young boy who was coerced
into criminal activity during the pandemic. Prior to the pandemic, Tim had been
excelling at school. However, when the pandemic started, Allan shared how the

lack of in-person social interaction led Tim to seek connections on digital platforms.
There, he met older peers affiliated with a local gang, who he quickly became friends
with.

Allan described the rapid process of ‘radicalisation and grooming’ that Tim
underwent, leading to his exploitation by the older gang members. Tim was coerced
into participating in criminal activities and became involved in creating online content
intended to provoke a rival group. It drew the attention of adversaries who tracked
him down and committed a violent act that ultimately led to Tim’s death.

“ He had been doing fine at school and then obviously wasn’t in school and
very, very quickly this lad was embroiled in the online world, [creating online
content intended to provoke a rival group]. He was really quickly, | call it like a
process of radicalisation and grooming and brought in, exploited by these older
guys into criminal exploitation. By the summer, he’d got involved in something
[online], people from this other part of the borough knew who he was, and he
got shot and he got killed.”

Allan reflected how under normal circumstances beyond the pandemic, Tim’s
experience of connecting with this gang would not have escalated so quickly.

“ That happened really quickly, and | think probably it was sped up, because
he wasn't in school, he was spending a lot of time online. Yes, this kid just got
really badly exploited really quickly.”

Parents and professionals noted how the changes in online access and behaviour
during the pandemic meant that more children and young people were looking at
harmful content like pornography, self-harm videos and misinformation.

Younger children sometimes accessed pornographic content accidentally on social
media, for example because of misleading group or account names. Other times,
children and young people actively looked for this material.
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“ They might not necessarily put it as exactly like, ‘Oh, this is the sex group.” But
they’ll have a tag name or something and then after the children would go into
it and they’d all know about it and be watching and sharing these videos. Quite
explicit pornography and stuff like that.”

— Social worker, England

“ Boys were exposing themselves maybe too far. More pornography and things
like that, because it wasn’t being monitored. So that’s where we’ve seen there’s
lots of inappropriate exposure at times.”

— Head of safeguarding, secondary school, Scotland

Parents and professionals recounted stories about young people who, during the
pandemic, found themselves accessing online groups and forums where information
about self-harm was being discussed. Some professionals noted that this kind of
content seemed to be shared more wisely online during this time. They expressed
concern about seeing more children and young people exposed to these harmful
messages, especially when they were already isolated and vulnerable.

‘ Some of those children were still in family homes that maybe weren’t safe
family environments and were looking for an outlet. And people were exploiting
them online with these self-harm forums where they would pose as being a
forum to help people with suicidal thoughts but actually then became almost
tutorials on how to self-harm.”

— Voluntary and community groups professional, Scotland

Being exposed to self-harm content online was especially difficult for young people
already struggling with their mental ill health (This is explored more in Chapter 6).
Parents and professionals also spoke about how some vulnerable children and
young people turned to social media in search of support for their mental health.
Sadly, this sometimes led them to encounter self-harm content that they were not
always prepared to handle.

“ There became a higher reliance on trying to find their own information [about
mental health]. | feel as if there was a bit of working to unpick people from
not necessarily the best support that they'd coddled together themselves.
Especially things like TikTok and Facebook and things like that, there was a big
spike in things like self-harm and suicidal ideation and promoting material and
things like that which was quite concerning.”

— Voluntary and community groups professional, Scotland
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‘ She was obviously self-harming, still talking about suicide. And not having
that regular face-to-face meeting [with support services], we weren't experts
to help her through some of those issues. And where she'd been on a ward
with other young people they were connecting up online. So, that was another
danger of the encouragement and peer pressure and things and she'd get
ideas from them.”

— Foster parent, England

Children and young people struggled to deal with misinformation spreading quickly
on social media. Contributors recounted how children and young people were
exposed to fake news, conspiracy theories, and stories that often created fear and
worry. Many children and young people’s existing beliefs were strengthened by what
they saw online, making it difficult to identify what was true. This is an issue that is
still ongoing for many now.

“ Whatever would come up, I'd just consume it ... at the time it was a lot of fake
news about the pandemic and how much they over-react, like the world’s going
to die and all that. It does make you believe it. So, like, especially with news
outlets, like | read online and then I'm like, ‘Oh, it must be true if it’s getting
posted online.”

— Young person, Wales

“ Fake news — but I’'m always worried about that ... There are some wild things
he comes out with and I'm like, ‘Mate, that’s absolute rubbish. Where do you get
this information from?’ ‘Oh, it’s from this TikTok channel’ ... | was more worried
about the access to the nonsense online, yes, conspiracy theories and all that
sort of nonsense where I'd rather them just not be exposed to it.”

— Parent of children aged 11 and 17, Wales

“ There was a big thing about fake news ... and people taking everything not with
a pinch of salt and believing everything that some people say online, whether
that’s on a podcast, or on TikTok, or YouTube, things like that | think are quite
damaging, especially on a younger audience.”

— Young person, Scotland

Impact on social skills

Returning to school and life post pandemic was challenging for many. Parents and
professionals recalled how some children and young people struggled to reconnect
and adapt to social settings such as schools. Many children and young people lost
their confidence in socialising with their peers in person. They felt uneasy and



Every Story Matters Children and Young People

anxious when returning to a school environment that was overwhelming after having
fewer social interactions during the pandemic (as described in Chapter 6).
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Due to being mainly with her family and a bubble of only about eight people for
several months, her social skills and confidence suffered enormously, and she
no longer feels confident to join her mainstream form group, or any lessons,
even when the curriculum would allow that.”

— Parent, Wales

She went back to school and by this point her anxiety was affecting her every
day. Because she had not been around people for so long ... | would leave

for my work at 8:30 in the morning and | would get a text message at 9:15 to
say she hadn’t turned up and she had been hiding in a cul-de-sac somewhere
instead of walking through the students in the school, because she just became
SO anxious.”

— Parent of children aged 2, 5 and 14, Scotland

| have 3 children and my eldest is still affected, she was year 8/9 when it started
which is an important time for building social skills and she lost that completely
and struggles forming friendships as she doesn’t have the confidence.”

— Every Story Matters contributor, Carlisle Listening Event

Contributors thought many children and young people had become noticeably shyer
than before when restrictions eased. They gave examples of this across different age
groups.
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He did not interact with other children or even see other children less than two
metres away until he was able to start nursery at 14 months - which meant that
when he did, he was extremely shy and sensitive to noise.”

— Parent, England

| feel like my youngest, he was quite shy, and | think that’s because he wasn’t
socialising, he wasn’t with other children. When you’re in school, you obviously
have to socialise, don’t you? He was just seeing me, his dad, my eldest and
then my mum, so it was like | think that has knocked his confidence.”

— Parent of children aged 3 and 13, Wales
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“ Then when she went back to school she really struggled socially. She didn’t
want to go to any clubs or dancing, she became a bit more shy. She had a lot of
anxiety and | think other kids were still quite good at socialising.”

— Parent of 14-year-old child, Scotland

We heard about the impact on children in early years (aged under five) due to
missing important elements of their social development during the pandemic. Some
younger children are not able to share things with peers in ways that would be
expected for their age. Parents and professionals told us how children and young
people now find it hard to socialise and build relationships. Similarly, some primary
aged children and young people find teamwork and listening to their peers more
difficult than prior to the pandemic.

“ The younger children, the likes of the children in nursery or P1, they really
struggled to make friends and struggled playing with each other, sharing,
because they hadn’t done it. They hadn’t experienced it enough beforehand to
then be able to slip back into those habits. There was a lot of work done by the
teachers to get them back on track.”

— Primary teacher, Northern Ireland

“ My now six-year-old daughter with autism has limited social skills with her peers
and although this may have been true without the pandemic | cannot help but
think nearly two years without baby / toddler groups and activities contributed.”

— Parent, England

“ They couldn’t explain how they were feeling so that caused them to hit out,
yes that had a bit of a knock-on effect and they just didn’t know how to interact
around other children, so they weren’t sharing, they were, sort of, just hitting
out or snatching.”

— Health visitor, Wales

Parents shared heartfelt stories about teenagers and young people who were
transitioning to new schools or educational stages during the pandemic. Many
found it incredibly difficult to build or maintain friendships, missing out on the
opportunities to meet new classmates and settle new environments. Without the
usual opportunities to connect, many young people often felt isolated and struggled
to form friendships that would have come naturally before the pandemic.



































































































































































































