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Brief research report

Increase in child abuse injuries during the COVID-19 
Pandemic in West Texas

Hector Garcia MEng, Thomas G. Wyatt DO, Amber Tucker MSN, RN, Sharmila Dissanaike MD

AbstrAct

The COVID-19 pandemic led to a rapid increase in unemployment and business closures, 
leaving many families in psychosocial distress and putting the well-being and healthy 
development of children at risk. There was a sharp increase in cases of child abuse presenting 
to our institution during the year 2020. Thus, we sought to determine whether the confluence of 
pandemic-related social changes would result in an increase in child abuse cases severe enough 
to warrant emergency medical attention in the West Texas region. Compared to the period of 
2015–2019, there were 5 deaths in 2020, which exceeded the total number in past five years 
combined. Consistent with the previous five years, children under 1 year of age represented the 
largest proportion of child abuse cases, at 58%. This report underscores the need for continued 
vigilance by healthcare providers and educators in identifying cases of child abuse, as well as 
the need for additional initiatives to mitigate child maltreatment during times of socioeconomic 
stress.
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IntroductIon

Indirect consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic 
in the US have included business closures, job losses, 
and high unemployment. Nationwide, unemployment 
rates rose to 14.7% in April and have not yet returned 
to pre-pandemic levels.1 Poverty rates have risen 
from 9.3% in June 2020 to 11.7% in November 2020.2 
Attempts to reduce viral spread included prolonged 
school closures,3 which place significant stress on 
families, especially those who do not have resources 
to organize alternate forms of childcare. The pandemic 
itself has increased stress levels for nearly everyone. 

Associations between poverty and child maltreat-
ment have been previously reported,4 raising concern 
for a potential increase in child abuse during times of 

social and economic hardship, as we are currently 
experiencing. Concurrently, teachers are the most 
common reporters to Child Protective Services,5 so 
school closures may simultaneously have resulted 
in fewer early reports of child abuse, which may lead 
to missed opportunities for prevention before injuries 
become more severe, requiring emergency depart-
ment visits and medical attention.

As the COVID-19 pandemic has negatively 
impacted many families and communities, there is 
growing concern for the threat of child abuse to vulner-
able children across the nation.5 We sought to deter-
mine whether the confluence of pandemic-related 
social changes would result in an increase in child 
abuse cases severe enough to warrant emergency 
medical attention in the West Texas region.

Methods

Texas Tech University Health Sciences Center has 
the only American College of Surgery verified Level 1 
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Trauma Center and the only American Burn Association 
verified burn center in the West Texas region, serv-
ing a 250-mile radius of primarily rural communities; it 
receives a large proportion of patients from this region 
with severe injuries. We compared the rates of non- 
accidental trauma in children during the COVID pan-
demic year 2020 compared to prior years back to 2015. 
Cases were identified using the University Medical 
Center Trauma Registry and verified through Texas 
Child Protective Services. 

results

There were 120 cases of child abuse admitted 
during this 5-year period; annual incidence ranged 
between 12–19 cases/year, prior to a steep climb to 37 
cases in 2020 (Table). There were 5 deaths in 2020, 
which exceeded the total number in the past five years 
combined. The vast majority (97.5%) of non-accidental 
trauma was in children below 5 years of age. Consistent 
with the previous five years, children under 1 year of 
age represented the largest proportion of child abuse 
cases, at 58%. Between 2015–2017 incidents were 
divided equally between sexes, with a subsequent 
trend toward more boys affected; in 2020 there were 
21 boys and 16 girls who were victims of abuse.

dIscussIon

There has been a sharp increase in child abuse 
cases in West Texas during the 2020 pandemic. 

This indicates a need for heightened awareness of 
non-accidental trauma in all children presenting with 
injury during this time, especially those below the age 
of 5 years, and even more so in non-verbal infants 
below 1 year of age, who accounted for over half 
the cases. Outreach from educators, child welfare 
workers, and other professionals to families under 
psychological stress may be helpful in alleviating 
some of the triggers for this unfortunate increase in 
child abuse.6 As many schools are delivering their 
coursework online, and medical practices are deliv-
ering their care by telehealth to mitigate the spread of 
COVID-19, educators and healthcare professionals 
must remain vigilant in detecting signs of child abuse, 
despite the limitations of virtual interactions.5 This 
study presents a few limitations despite the strength 
of the results. Child abuse cases were only identified 
using the University Medical Center Trauma Registry, 
excluding the local and prominent hospital system of 
Covenant Medical Center. In addition, children were 
not being seen for well-child care as much during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. This may have decreased 
the opportunity to pick up sentinel injuries and may 
have underestimated the identification of child abuse 
cases by the Texas Child Protective Services. A 
recent article from the Morbidity and Mortality Weekly 
Report suggested that the trends in U.S. Emergency 
Department Visits related to child abuse and neglect 
decreased during the COVID-19 pandemic, but the 
percentage of such visits resulting in hospitalizations  
increased.7 

Table. Breakdown of Abuse Cases Based on Sex and Age

 Year
Abuse 
Cases Deaths Males Females

Age 
0

Age 
1

Age 
2

Age 
3

Age 
4

% Ages 
0–4

Ages 
5+

% Deaths 
From Abuse

% Under 
1 Year

 2015 12 0 6 6 7 2 1 1 1 100.0% 0 0.0% 58.3%

 2016 19 0 9 10 10 5 3 0 1 100.0% 0 0.0% 52.6%

 2017 17 1 9 8 7 4 1 2 1 88.2% 2 5.9% 41.2%

 2018 17 3 10 7 7 5 5 0 0 100.0% 0 17.6% 41.2%

 2019 18 0 12 6 9 5 1 1 2 100.0% 0 0.0% 50.0%

 2020 37 5 21 16 21 6 5 1 3 97.3% 1 13.5% 56.8%

Totals  120 9 67 53 61 27 16 5 8 97.5% 3   
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