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Chapter 1

Introduction: Care, Childhood, Youth and
Family in the Context of Coronavirus

Tom Disney and Lucy Grimshaw

Northumbria University, UK

Abstract

This introductory chapter provides the context for this edited collection:
Care and Coronavirus: Perspectives on Children, Youth and Families which
aims to understand care in the context of COVID-19, the practices, experi-
ences and potential futures of it for children, young people and families. In
this chapter, the authors begin by exploring COVID-19 and its implications
for children, young people and families. This includes a consideration of how
particular discourses of childhood and youth often led to the marginalisation
of children in care policy and practice during the lockdown periods. The
authors then discuss interdisciplinary literature on care to identify directions
in policy, practice and research, drawing attention to the political nature of
care and the need for scholars of childhood, youth and family to engage with
these critical and political approaches to care. The authors argue that
developments in the field of Childhood Studies can be brought into pro-
ductive dialogue with care to forge new ways of thinking through care and
childhood. The final part of the chapter provides an overview of the ensuing
chapters and concludes with the implications of this work for future research,
policy and practice. The authors argue that COVID-19 heightened the
attention paid to care and the ways in which care is vital for the maintenance
of ourselves and the world around us, while also cautioning about the
inequalities and the commodification of care that was revealed in these times.
The authors end with a call for reflection on the failures and successes of
caring during the pandemic and in its aftermath so we might plan a more
caring, hopeful future.

Keywords: Childhood; care; COVID-19; family; politics of care; young
people
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2 Tom Disney and Lucy Grimshaw

Introduction

On 3rd January 2020, the BBC reported on a ‘mysterious viral pneumonia’ and
concerns that this infection might resemble the flu-like SARS virus, which killed
700 people in 2002-2003 across the globe (BBC, 2020). Within a month, the
situation had changed dramatically, and the World Health Organisation (WHO)
had declared the outbreak a global emergency. By 20th March, there had been
10,000 recorded deaths, with unofficial figures likely much higher; many countries
began to lockdown borders and officially limit social contact between their citi-
zens. What we now know of as COVID-19 is, according to the WHO (2024),
officially connected to an excess mortality of at least three million people globally.
We use the term ‘connected’ deliberately because as Horton (2020: 874) notes,
COVID-19 did not act in isolation but was made particularly deadly through its
interaction with a range of non-communicable diseases that clustered in particular
social groups ‘according to particular patterns of inequality deeply embedded in
our societies.” This avoidable context of social and economic inequality that
allowed COVID-19 to particularly ravage certain communities underscores the
political nature of the pandemic. A common refrain during these uncertain times
was ‘we are all in this together!” yet when examining the impacts of the virus,
exposure was deeply stratified across racialised and gendered lines with certain
groups essentially positioned as ‘surplus populations’ (Tyner, 2013) pointing to
the biopolitical nature of this pandemic. In addition, forms of state withdrawal
and erosion of formal care services exacerbated community vulnerability to the
virus. In the UK, for instance, a preceding decade of unrelenting and cynical
austerity policies withered the state’s infrastructure and ability to protect its cit-
izens. As Raghuram (2021: 865) argues these outcomes can be read as the
‘inheritance of uncaring economies and states.” The necessity of care and the
failure of its provision was starkly felt across the world. In amongst the horrors
that were experienced throughout the pandemic, this period was also marked by
hope; there was optimism that the intense shock of such a phenomenon might
finally herald a change to the dominant capitalist system and precipitate a kinder,
more caring form of governance (Mazzucato, 2020).

Today, it can feel like the possibility of radical alternative futures that pri-
oritise care has diminished, as countries across the world have now largely
reoriented themselves back to business as normal; lockdowns have now ended, the
virus has cemented itself into everyday life, having become endemic, and capi-
talism has retained its hegemonic position. If anything, the virus itself has now
become a new means of accumulation, co-opted by capitalism, reflecting its
tendency to cannibalise seemingly everything (Fraser, 2022). Despite this, there
were moments, practices and experiences during the height of the pandemic,
where care, and its potential, offered a glimpse into what might be or what could
be if we were brave enough to radically alter our state of being and approach to
care. It is this premise which is the inspiration for this edited collection to
understand care in the context of COVID-19, the practices, experiences and
potential futures of it for children, young people and families. We argue that
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COVID-19 has fundamentally challenged perspectives on childhood and care,
opening up important new possibilities for Childhood Studies.

This collection draws on the perspectives of academics from a wide range of
disciplinary backgrounds, including geography, sociology, art, child development,
education, social policy and public health; insights from practitioners working
during the lockdown periods, in fields such as early years, education, youth work
and public health; and finally, also the voices of those who lived during these
periods, including young people. In doing so, it provides unique insights into
experiences of children, young people, families and practitioners during the peak
of the pandemic across the globe but also indicates future avenues for care policy,
practice and conceptual understandings within this area.

In this introductory chapter, we begin by providing an initial commentary on
COVID-19 and its implications for children, young people and families to con-
textualise and situate this collection. In particular, we reflect on the ways in which
children were often marginalised in care policy and practice during the lockdown
periods, shaped by particular discourses of childhood and youth. Next, we draw
inspiration from interdisciplinary literature on care through which we seek to
forge future directions in policy, practice and research. There have been critical
engagements with the pandemic in care literature that highlight the political
nature of care, and we argue this is important for scholars of childhood, youth
and family to reflect upon. We also take time to reflect on developments in the
field of Childhood Studies, which we argue can be brought into productive dia-
logue with care to forge new ways of thinking through care and childhood.
Finally, we provide an overview of a rich collection of chapters and conclude with
the implications of this work for future research, policy and practice.

COVID-19 and Children, Young People and Families

In 2020, the virus spread across every country in the world, but there were
differentiated policy responses; some countries introduced lockdowns with strict
rules rendering some people housebound, while in other contexts there was the
opportunity to leave the house for time limited periods for specific purposes. In
contrast, some locations, such as some US states, resisted the imposition of state
controls entirely and left people to regulate themselves. Regardless of lockdown
measures, the spread of COVID-19 across the globe radically reshaped the lives of
children, young people and families. Alongside direct impacts of the virus, such as
illness and death, families were impacted by a range of indirect implications of
lockdowns, such as income precarity, (un)employment, isolation and mental ill
health (Lebow, 2020). In contexts where lockdowns occurred, there were concerns
about the long-term developmental impacts upon children (see for example
European Commission (2021) report on Denmark, Spain, Greece, Ireland,
Germany and France). This period was also marked by diverse and heteroge-
neous experiences; for example, studies of family well-being across a range of
countries during this time noted both heightened levels of familial stress due to
prolonged proximity but also enhanced levels of closeness and resilience (see for
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example Shah et al. (2021) for UK, Italy, Lebanon and Singapore; Gadermann
et al. (2021) for Canada and Lee and Ward (2020) for US).

Childhood and youth, as social constructions that are constituted by and
enmeshed in wider systems of power, were unavoidably impacted by the social
and economic inequalities that contributed to COVID-19’s rapid and deadly
spread through certain communities (Khan, 2022). The closing of schooling
spaces, for instance, has been noted as having a significant impact upon children
and young people; 188 countries closed schools and educational spaces
(Cortes-Morales et al., 2022), with an estimated 91% of the world student pop-
ulation affected (UNESCO, 2020a). But significantly, the impact of this is not
even, and it is girls who are predicted to be most greatly impacted by the closures
(UNESCO, 2020b). Similarly, while certain children and young people were able
to draw on family units to facilitate resilience, certain childhoods were also
particularly vulnerable. For example, the implementation of social distancing
legislation led to the invisibilisation of children at risk of serious harm through the
disruption of in person child protection practice (see Katz et al., 2022 for a review
of Australia, Brazil, US, Colombia, England, Germany, Israel, Japan, Canada
and South Africa). The confinement to family also put LGBTQ+ children and
young people at risk of violence or discrimination (Shah et al., 2021). Not all
children necessarily resided in families either; children and young people entan-
gled in the criminal justice system, in particular those institutionalised in detention
settings, were particularly marginalised during this time (Khan and Boswell, 2022:
18). Writing about the US, Khan (2022) illustrates the intersectional impacts of
COVID-19 on children and young people, with Black and Hispanic children more
at risk of economic precarity.

Whilst research on the material, health and educational impacts of COVID-19
and lockdowns on children, families and young people is well-established, the role
of discourses of childhood and youth, which heavily permeated societal engage-
ments with children and young people at this time are perhaps less acknowledged
or understood. In many Global North countries, social constructions of child-
hood as a period of ‘innocence’ and ‘in need of protection’ led to the imposition of
policies that emphasised children’s vulnerability; for example, many universities
at this time prohibited research with children as a ‘high risk group’
(Cortes-Morales et al., 2022). While the intention was to protect, the outcome is a
silencing of a particular group in society. Where it suited governments, childhood
‘innocence’ could be mobilised in public health messaging as a form of affect
management to achieve behaviour change. This was particularly apparent in then
New Zealand’s Prime Minister Jacinda Arden’s seemingly child orientated
speeches, which were lauded across the globe, yet as Spray (2025) notes New
Zealand’s own public health measures largely ignored children’s voices and failed
to address children as meaningful subjects. At the same time, children and young
people were also considered ‘risky’ as potential vectors of disease and inherent
rule breakers, indicated by the closure of schools to limit their mobility to family
homes, but also through direct messaging such as in the UK where young people
were warned to stay away from elderly relatives with statements such as ‘Don’t
kill grandma!” (Walker and Pidd, 2020). In some contexts, the notion of young
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people as reckless vectors of disease was notably stigmatising and resulted in
stricter lockdowns, as Cortes-Morales et al. (2022) note in relation to Columbia
and Chile. The unevenness of childhood experience during these times point to the
important role of Childhood Studies in unearthing the distinctive construction of
childhood and its variations across the globe. What is common to both the
conceptualisation of children and young people as either in need of protection or
vectors of disease is the erasure of their own subjectivity. Children and young
people were largely sidelined during the height of the pandemic and treated as
objects of public health intervention, yet they were central actors in caregiving in
many contexts across the globe. Children and young people are conscious and
sensitive to economic inequality and the impacts of poverty (Ridge, 2013), and the
pandemic was no different (Shah et al., 2021), indeed if anything this awareness
was heightened and demonstrated by their own caregiving activities.

Care and Childhood

COVID-19 and the lockdowns became a defining moment when the essential
nature of ‘care’ and the very word itself came to the fore in all societies in the
world (Fine and Tronto, 2020); how could states enact care for their populations
and protect them from infection? Who should be prioritised? How best to care for
those who had become ill? Not only were there diverging opinions about what
form this care should take, there were also intense and heated debates about
whether or not caring policies had gone too far or not far enough to protect
human life. These different approaches and debates are indicative of the
complicated and multifaceted nature of ‘care.’

Care has been understood as a relational process and the work of Fisher and
Tronto (1990) has often been central. They define care as

[...] a species activity that includes everything that we do to
maintain, continue and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in
it as well as possible. That world includes our bodies, ourselves and
our environment, all of which we seek to interweave in a complete,
life-sustaining web. (Fisher and Tronto, 1990: 40).

Academic scholarship has often separated care into two strands: caring about
and caring for (Tronto, 1989), the latter encompassing care practice (both formal
and informal) and the former focused on the emotional and affective dynamics of
care. While it is often associated with being proximate, care is not limited to close
physical contact; transnational care has been enacted in the form of remittances
sent between countries to support families divided by borders (Carling, 2014). As
Milligan and Wiles (2010) note, and hinted at in Fisher and Tronto’s definition,
care extends to whole networks of relations and is multidirectional and weblike;
analysis of care should encompass a focus beyond the individual and simplistic
interpersonal relationships. Care and care giving is complex, extending addi-
tionally beyond human actors; the wider environment and natural world, and its
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interconnected entities such as the soil, can be understood as a caregiver that
sustains life rather than a resource for human consumption (Puig de La Bellacasa,
2017).

Care is also interlinked with social reproduction, and the inequalities inherent
in care work have been of particular interest within feminist and Marxist thought
(Schwiter and Steiner, 2020), pointing to the contested and political nature of
care. It is this political and expanded notion of care that is of interest to us in this
edited collection. Given the deeply unequal impacts of the pandemic, an attention
to the political nature of care is thus unavoidable in our minds. Equally impor-
tant, is that while proclamations such as ‘we are all in this together’” may have
rung hollow, neoliberalism’s valorisation of individualism was undeniably
undermined given how survival during these times was premised on collective
action, and so care must be understood as deeply intertwined in the wider world
beyond the individual, including the human and non-human. This points to a
need to consider care as a form of radical interdependency, and recent develop-
ments thinking through care during the pandemic help to make sense of this. This
is articulated particularly effectively in the Care Manifesto (Chatzidakis et al.,
2020) in which the authors argue that predominance of neoliberalism and its
fetishisation of individualism has led to societies that see little value in care, this in
turn hastened the damage wrought by COVID-19. It is important, however, to
note that neoliberalism is not a feature of all places; not all countries will have
experienced this specific devaluation of care, and this reflects concerns that care
literature studies are often Western-centric (Raghuram, 2021).

In a recent contribution on COVID-19 and care, Neely and Lopez (2022: 2)
similarly argue to push ‘against neoliberal frameworks of individualism and
autonomy, recognizing interrelatedness both as material fact and as ground
through which to imagine worlds otherwise.” However, they argue that during
COVID-19, care across the globe has been impacted primarily by the role of
racial capitalism rather than neoliberalism and highlight the concept of ‘oth-
ermothering,” drawing on Black feminist care ethics. Othermothering originates
within African American communities during and beyond slavery, where prac-
tices of education and socialisation took place outside of the nuclear family,
involving wider networks of people in caring (Guiffrida, 2005). It challenges
Western conceptualisations of care and family, resisting neoliberal individualism,
the privatisation of care and the resulting exploitation within capitalist care
relations. The attention to the Black Feminist care ethics and intersectional
experiences of care necessarily emphasises the political nature of care and the fight
against social oppression (Neely and Lopez, 2022). Both the Care Manifesto and
Neely and Lopez’s use of othermothering are important and critical interventions
within care literature to make sense of pandemic times. Both point to our inter-
dependencies and the politics of care which inform this edited collection; we also
aim to extend these debates in care by incorporating children’s own subjectivities
during the pandemic.

Children are often obscured within caring processes and practices, with
assumptions about their inherent vulnerability often positioning them necessarily
as simple recipients of care. Children feature primarily as objects of care, and how
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the care they necessitate may be stratified by inequalities. Rarely, are they
meaningful subjects within care literature; Horton and Pyer (2017: 13) note that
research ‘with - rather than about — children and young people in relation to care
seems to be, problematically, rather marginalised; certainly it is relatively rare to
encounter children and young people’s own voices, experiences, issues, practices,
politics and ethics represented within the very rich body of work on care.” While
children and young people certainly are recipients of care, often within families or
designated spaces of care, this does not mean that they are not also sophisticated
and meaningful caring agents. Childhood scholars have been at the forefront of
exploring children’s caring agency and responsibilities within both the Global
South (Evans, 2010) and the Global North (Disney, 2015). We argue that there is
much of value in literature exploring care during pandemic times, but they should
be brought together with recent developments within Childhood Studies to think
through the complexities of care during the pandemic.

Critical Childhood Studies

The current vibrant and expanding interdisciplinary field of Childhood Studies,
often drawing from the sociological New Social Studies of Childhood (James and
Prout, 1997) has pioneered more sophisticated engagements with the social and
cultural contexts of childhood (Wyness, 2012) and has endeavoured to treat chil-
dren as subjects and participants in social research (Wells, 2017). Central to much
scholarship within Childhood Studies is that children are social agents and not
passive recipients of adult culture, rather they are meaningful rights bearers and
beings with the capacity to remake and reshape the social world (Corsaro, 2015).
The social construction of childhood and children’s agentic capacity are now very
much foundational aspects of Childhood Studies (Wells, 2017). With this rich
scholarship has come limitations, however; the discipline has been argued to have
remained largely preoccupied with the micro-scale of childhood and children’s
everyday lives, despite now longstanding calls to reflect on macro-scale processes
which shape and produce childhoods (Ansell, 2009). Additionally, the discipline
has been argued to be ‘complicit in valorizing children’s agency to the point of
fetish’ (Spyrou et al., 2019: 3). There are political consequences to the conceptual
dominance of agency in Childhood Studies scholarship as Spyrou et al. (2019)
caution; such approaches that celebrate individual action risk reflecting and
supporting neoliberal and late capitalist agendas that have often had negative
consequences for many children across the world, exacerbating poverty and
inequality. The preoccupation with children’s agency in the discipline has
furthermore restricted the discipline from other ways of knowing childhood and
children’s everyday lives, resulting in more partial views and understandings.
Psychological and developmental approaches are often perceived with wariness
(Tatlow-Golden and Montgomery, 2021), and a focus on the micro-scale agency of
children has neglected more structural approaches (Spyrou et al., 2019).

In an important recent conceptual intervention, Spyrou et al. (2019: 6) suggest
reorientating our attention to ‘the relational and interdependent aspects of



8 Tom Disney and Lucy Grimshaw

children’s lives as well as the ethics and politics that characterise them.” They
employ a relational ontology to understand childhood subjectivities, embedding
them within the wider political and structural contexts in which they live and thus
move Childhood Studies beyond a fascination with the individual agentic child.
Ultimately, what matters, they argue, is ‘not what [children] are but how they
affect and are affected in the event assemblages they find themselves in’ (Spyrou
et al., 2019: 8). Notably, their approach is implicitly underpinned by care ethics;
they caution childhood scholars to question which child is brought into view by
our research activities. This points to the important synergies between recent
developments in care literature and Childhood Studies; a focus beyond the indi-
vidual and a call for attention to the political nature of our interdependencies
embedded in socio-structural scalar processes. Childhood scholars could find
much of value in recent care scholarship that decentres the individual and radi-
cally embeds us within the world around us, acknowledging human and
non-human subjectivities. Similarly, critical childhood scholarship has much to
offer care literature — in questioning who we bring into view with our research and
resisting the prioritisation of adult voice and the marginalisation of children’s
subjectivities. We suggest such an approach is vital in order to help understand
childhood, youth and family and for conceptualising and developing future caring
practices in the wake of COVID-19.

Structure and Contributions of the Book

The book is organised into five sections which explore the COVID-19’s incursion
into the everyday lives of children, young people and families across the globe.
These sections comprise ‘Early Systems of Care,” ‘Children and Young People’s
Health and Well-being,” ‘Parents as Subjects and Recipients of Care,” ‘Schooling
as Care’ and ‘Young People Navigating Care and Control Beyond the School.’
Within each section authors present research on diverse topics across various
contexts with a central guiding theme of how care was enacted, experienced or
denied during these times. Each section ends with a reflection from practitioners
and those who lived through the pandemic voicing their experiences of the
lockdowns, providing rich and moving accounts that remind us how these times
were felt.

The first section examines experiences and practices of care within systems of
early childhood during the lockdown periods. In Chapter 2, Fabio Dovigo notes
there has been surprisingly limited research focused on exploring the implications
of the pandemic upon children’s development and their socialisation within early
childhood settings. This is mirrored, he argues, by a similar dearth of insights into
the impacts of the lockdowns upon parents. His chapter provides an important
reference point, addressing these lacunae through a systematic literature review of
international literature to explore the experiences of children and their carers
during the pandemic. He points to the need for interventions to address lost
learning and socialisation but with a clear focus on supporting parents and carers
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