
 

 

| Episode 34 | 
Solving Healthcare: Impact of COVID-19 on Child Maltreatment 

 
Host: Dr. Kwadwo Kyeremanteng, MD, MHA 
Guest: Dr. Michelle Ward, MD, Journalist, Professor, Division Head, Child and Youth Protection, 
Department of Pediatrics, CHEO  
 

Key Takeaways 
 

● Call to Action: Reach out to anyone who may need help including first time parents, families with lots of children, families with a child of special needs and 
offer support. 
 

● Change our perception: A lot of the conversation is around what the kids need but, when we talk about families as a whole and think about what support 
the parents need too, we can make a bigger impact.  

 

A Closer Look 
 
What are the concerns with our children’s welfare at this time? 

• Child maltreatment is common even before the pandemic. Now that families are home together, stress levels are high, jobs have been lost, and services 
are discontinued there is increased risk for maltreatment and abuse and there are less eyes to spot it. 

o Normally teachers and coaches are the people to spot abuse/neglect and right now that isn’t possible. 
§ Teachers make 1/3 of reports to child welfare agencies. 

 
• Kids should have 3 environments- home, school, and one other (sports, church, friends) 
• Kids need to feel a  connection in order to share with you and they can’t do that when they are stressed. It’s hard to have them open up to teachers over 

video classes.  

 
Is there evidence that this is worse than before COVID-19? 

• Kids help phone is having a large increase in calls (doubling the number of volunteers). 
• 25% of their calls are because of child abuse. 
• Child protective services calls are down 30% but likely because cases are going under reported. 

 
Prior to COVID, what is the incidence of child maltreatment in our community? 

• 1/3 of adults say they experienced abuse or violence In their homes as kids (population survey). 
• Stats collected by child welfare agencies estimate 2% of kids have confirmed abuse or neglect. 

o 2% is still a very large number. 
o Long term health consequences. 
o Kids who experience abuse are more likely to abuse own children when they are older, more likely to abuse substances, more likely to 

experience mental health issues. 

How do you find the drive to handle such emotionally taxing work? 
• Child abuse is not a popular topic. Not many people choose to learn about it because it can be hard to hear about or because they convince themselves 

that it is not relevant to their practice or life. 
• In all but a few cases in 15 years of practice for Dr. Ward, the parents care about the kids and are just struggling in different ways. 
• We need to be compassionate and not vilify the families. This happens in all socioeconomic groups and parenting is really hard and when they struggle 

these things happen.  
o It is not an excuse but an area where we need to focus on for improvement. 

 
What are things we can do to reduce the amount of child maltreatment? 

• Individual level- the general public can just be good neighbours and keep eyes and ears open. 
o Reaching out to kids and families with lots of little kids and ask if there is anything you can help with. 

• Parents- All parents get stressed and worn out. We all need to learn to ask for help.  

ONE SENTENCE SUMMARY:  Dr. K sits down with Dr. Michelle Ward, the Division Head of Child and Youth 
Protection for CHEO, to give us a breakdown of how COVID-19 has impacted child maltreatment and how 

we all can take steps to rectify it.  
 



 

 

• Professionals (coaches, teachers, etc.)- Reach out and offer support and ask if families are doing okay? 

 
How challenging is this time for families of children with special needs? 

• Some kids require 24/7 intensive care and those parents struggle at the best of times and now their support 
systems aren’t there anymore. 

• There needs to be more advocacy to have respire care facilities open as soon as possible for these parents 
before the stress takes a toll on them and the relationships they have with their children. 

o An emotional outbreak from a parent towards a child with special needs can cause a rift in their 
relationship that has long reaching implications. 

• Newborns and infants are not getting any help from grandparents or friends.  
o It takes a village to raise a child and the village isn’t allowed in the home right now. 

• Call to action: reach out to first time parents and offer support, families with kids, etc. 
• A lot of the conversation is around what the kids need but, when we talk about families as a whole and think about what support the parents need to0, we 

can make a bigger impact.  

 
 
 
Further Readings 

❖ 1. Go fund me “Feeding Frontline Workers”: gf.me/u/xstpfk 
❖ 2. Bridges Over Barriers Fund: https://www.educationfoundationottawa.ca/helping-students-2/bursary/bridges-over-barriers/ 
❖ 3. CBC Article Featuring Dr. Ward: https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/london/child-abuse-reporting-ward-1.5537747  

  


