Are children who are home from school at an increased risk of child maltreatment?
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On April 8, 2020, World Health Organization (WHO) raised concerns for increased risks of
child maltreatment (CM; defined as abuse or neglect) during COVID-19.! WHO warned that
the longer time spent with abusive carers, without the safety of school services including
teachers and social workers will likely increase maltreatment. Fuelling these concerns are
previous increased reports of CM to services when children are home during summer
holidays, along with recent reports from United Nations of domestic violence during COVID-

19.23

We sought evidence for increased incidence rates of CM-related service presentations
during school holidays compared with a preceding two-week control period during term-
time for each holiday (starting at the midpoint of each half-term). We used data from
258,757 children (born January 1, 1999 to December 31, 2014) in the Clinical Practice
Research Datalink mother-baby-link (CALIBER), linked to Hospital Episode Statistics and
Office for National Statistics for death records.* We followed all children for at least one full
school year between August 2003 and August 2018. Each child could only present once,
keeping the first CM recording per child. For each holiday and control period, we calculated
daily incidence rates by dividing the number of children with a recording by the days
available during that period. We compared incidence rates in school holidays with term-

time control periods using Poisson regressions to compute incidence rate ratios.

We found a consistently higher daily incidence of CM-related presentations during the
school terms/control periods, compared with the subsequent holidays (figure 1). Children in
primary school showed higher daily incidences of CM (5-10 years) than those in secondary
school (11-16 years). The incidence rate ratio remained relatively unchanged when allowing

children to present multiple times per school year (appendix).



Our results do not support the suggestion of heightened risks of CM presenting to services
during school holidays. However, these findings should be interpreted with caution. First,
CM in GP, hospital and death records reflect only a small proportion of affected children
presenting to services.> Second, recorded healthcare presentations do not necessarily
coincide with the timing of maltreatment. Third, increased CM-presentations during school
term may be influenced by increased observation and reporting by school services. Fourth,
as the data was collected before COVID-19, it is unclear whether findings translate to the
COVID-19 lockdown. Given these limitations and the socio-economic pressures this
summer,® surveillance studies with self-report questionnaires or family interviews are
urgently needed to assess the burden of family adversity and inform policies during, and

after COVID-19.7
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All school holidays
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All school holidays
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Incidence/day (95% Cl)

Incidence per
day (95% Cl)

Incidence rate
ratio (95% Cl)

0.79 (0.75-0.84)
1.01 (0.96-1.07)
0.63 (0.50-0.77)
0.94 (0.81-1.08)
0.53 (0.45-0.63)
0.99 (0.86-1.13)
0.51 (0.40-0.65)
0.83 (0.71-0.96)
0.68 (0.58-0.79)
1.10 (0.96-1.25)
0.77 (0.63-0.93)
1.00 (0.87-1.15)

1.03 (0.95-1.11)
1.22 (1.07-1.38)

0.14 (0.13-0.16)
0.21(0.18-0.23)
0.13 (0.08-0.21)
0.20 (0.14-0.27)
0.15 (0.10-0.20)
0.17 (0.12-0.24)
0.14 (0.08-0.22)
0.16 (0.11-0.22)
0.19 (0.14-0.25)
0.22 (0.16-0.30)
0.14 (0.08-0.22)
0.22 (0.16-0.30)
0.18 (0.15-0.22)
0.26 (0.20-0.34)

0.78 (0.72-0.85)

0.67 (0.51-0.86)

0.54 (0.43-0.68)

0.80 (0.59-1.07)

0.62 (0.50-0.76)

0.77 (0.60-0.97)

0.84 (0.76-0.94)

0.69 (0.58-0.83)

0.66 (0.36-1.16)

0.57 (0.32-0.98)

0.70 (0.39-1.24)

0.42 (0.25-0.70)

0.63 (0.35-1.09)

0.70 (0.50-0.98)

Figure. Daily incidence of recorded child maltreatment cases during school holidays and
preceding term-times (control periods) among children aged 5-10 and 11-16 years in England

(2003-2018).

Blue circles represent holiday periods and grey squares represent control periods. School holiday periods
represents the total number of holiday days between 2003-2018, accounting for year-specific holiday dates.
Control periods represents the total number of days in a preceding two-week term-time interval for each
holiday, starting at the midpoint of each half-term. The dashed line marks the threshold for one case per day.
*The population at-risk ranged from 104,007 to 258,757 for children aged 5-10 years, and from 17,940 to
85,018 for children aged 11-16 years.
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Appendix figure. Daily incidence of recorded child maltreatment cases during school holidays
and preceding term-times (control periods) when allowing the same child to present multiple

times per school year.

Blue circles represent holiday periods and grey circles represent control periods. School holiday periods
represents the total number of holiday days between 2003-2018, accounting for year-specific holiday dates.
Control periods represents the total number of days in a preceding two-week term-time interval for each
holiday, starting at the midpoint of each half-term. The dashed line marks the threshold for one case per day.
*The population at-risk ranged from 104,007 to 258,757 for children aged 5-10 years, and from 17,940 to
85,018 for children aged 11-16 years.



