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Contacts to the NSPCC helpline during the coronavirus pandemic 

April – December 2020 
 

• The NSPCC helpline has responded to over 63,000 contacts from people worried about a 

child between April and December 2020. 

• There were 6,279 contacts answered by the NSPCC helpline in December, 12% higher 

than pre-lockdown levels. 

• An awareness campaign in May to promote the NSPCC helpline to ensure people knew 

what to do if they were worried about a child led to a significant increase in contacts. 

• The top 5 main concerns - parent/adult health/behaviour; physical abuse; neglect; 

emotional abuse; and contact sexual abuse - made up 75% of all contacts in December. 

• People are more likely to be contacting the Helpline with concerns about parent/adult 
health/behaviour than before lockdown. 

 
The NSPCC helpline 
The NSPCC helpline is a service for adults - both professionals and the public -  who are 
worried about a child. The service provides advice, guidance and support and can take 
action if a child is being abused or at risk of abuse. 
 
The service operates 7 days a week and is staffed by a dedicated team of advisers, 
practitioners and managers across two UK sites who triage and handle contacts via the 
telephone and through email and our webform which can be accessed through the NSPCC 
website.  
 
Since the pandemic restrictions were imposed and schools closed from 23rd March, the 
NSPCC helpline saw some initial declines in demand, particularly from people contacting us 
by phone. Whilst we don’t have direct evidence around the reasons for this, this could be 
the result of children not being as visible, along with concerns around the pandemic taking 
priority in people’s minds.   
 
Concerns about the impact of children and young people being hidden from sight led to a 4-
week campaign, funded by the Department for Education (DfE) and our corporate partner 
Calpol, to raise awareness of the NSPCC helpline and to ensure people knew what to do if 
they were worried about a child in May.  The campaign was delivered across TV, radio, 
press, video-on-demand and social media. As a result, we saw significant increases in people 
contacting us by phone, as well as through our email and webform channels. Although 
levels of demand are lower than in the weeks immediately following the campaign, demand 
on the service remains higher than for the same time-period last year.  
 
What adults are telling the NSPCC helpline about child welfare during the coronavirus 
pandemic 
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The first time an adult mentioned Coronavirus when contacting the Helpline was 6 January 
2020. This briefing compares the pre-lockdown period (6 January – 22 March) with the post 
lockdown period (April - December). 
 
Overall trends 

• There has been a large increase in the number of contacts responded to by the 

NSPCC helpline since lockdown. Figures peaked in May, when the number of 

contacts was 48% higher than the pre-lockdown average. This followed a campaign, 

supported by funding from the Department for Education and Calpol, to encourage 

members of the public to report their concerns to the helpline. The number of 

contacts in December is the lowest since April, although still up 12% on pre-

lockdown levels. 

• The proportion and number of contacts about 3 of the 5 main concerns have 

remained above pre-lockdown levels, with some month-on-month fluctuation: 

o physical abuse has increased from a monthly average of 12% of pre-lockdown 

contacts to 15% in December 2020 

o emotional abuse has increased from a monthly average of 10% of pre-

lockdown contacts to 12% in December 2020 

o parental/adult health/behaviour has increased from a monthly average of 

19% of pre-lockdown contacts to 26% in December 2020. 

• The proportion of contacts about neglect has fluctuated from a pre-lockdown 

average of 14%, rising to 17% in July and August, but falling to 13% in November and 

14% in December. The number of contacts about neglect has remained consistently 

higher than the pre-lockdown average.  

• The proportion of contacts about sexual abuse (contact) decreased following 

lockdown. Numbers and proportions have since increased, but continue to fluctuate.  

• The combined proportions of contacts about the top 5 concerns (parent/adult 

health/behaviour; physical abuse; neglect; emotional abuse; sexual abuse (contact)) 

have increased from 66% pre-lockdown to 75% in December. 

 
This month (December 2020) 

• Contacts responded to by the Helpline fell by 12% from 7,121 in November to 6,279 

in December. This is fairly typical of expected seasonal variations. 

• The number of overall contacts is the lowest since April, but remain higher than the 

30-day average during pre-lockdown (up 12% from 5,593) 

• The decrease in the number of contacts overall, has led to a decrease in every one of 

the concern categories. 

• Contacts about contact sexual abuse were at their lowest since April and have fallen 

below the pre-lockdown average (for the first time since May). 

Other reports 
We are publishing a series of thematic briefings based on insight from the NSPCC helpline 
and Childline. 
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• Domestic abuse - https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-
insight-briefing-domestic-abuse 

• Sexual abuse - https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-insight-

briefing-sexual-abuse   

• Physical abuse - https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-

insight-briefing-physical-abuse  

• Online abuse – https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-insight-
briefing-online-abuse  

• Schools – https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-insight-
briefing-schools  
 

Contacts responded to by the Helpline 
These are provisional figures and may change as part of the finalised year-end reporting. 
 
Table 1: Number of contacts responded to by the Helpline  

 TOTAL Advice 
 

Referrals + updates 
 

Pre-lockdown 30-day average 
6 Jan – 22 March 

5,593 3,544 63% 2,049 37% 

1 – 30 April 6,340 3,719 59% 2,621 41% 

1 – 31 May* 8,287 4,805 58% 3,482 42% 

1 – 30 June 7,521 4,671 62% 2,850 38% 

1 – 31 July** 6,929 3,778 55% 3,151 45% 

1 – 31 August 6,644 3,898 59% 2,746 41% 

1 – 30 September 6,908 3,942 57% 2,966 43% 

1 – 31 October  7,032 3,480 49% 3,552 51% 

1 – 30 November 7,121 3,502 49% 3,619  51% 

1 – 31 December 6,279 3.085 49% 3,194 51% 

*There was a change of recording practice for advice contacts in the week of 4 May. 
** Our online reporting form was unavailable for some of July, August and September. We also 
temporarily reduced our opening hours for telephone calls, to enable our helpline professionals to 
respond to the increased demand we’ve seen from online contacts (via email or online form). 
Normal service was resumed from 14th September. 

 
Helpline professionals record contacts as either:  

• “advice” – where advice is given to the person contacting us  

• “referral” – where information is shared with local agencies such as children’s services 

• or “referral update” - where additional information is shared with local agencies about a 
previous referral 

 

Table 2: Top 5 main concerns of adults who contacted the Helpline as proportions of all 
contacts 

Main Concerns 
(in descending 
order for 
December) 

Pre-
lockdown 

6 Jan – 
22 March 

April 
2020 

May 
2020 

June 
2020 

July 
2020 

August 
2020 

Sept 
2020 

Oct 
2020 

Nov 
2020 

Dec 
2020 

https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-insight-briefing-domestic-abuse
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-insight-briefing-domestic-abuse
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-insight-briefing-sexual-abuse
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-insight-briefing-sexual-abuse
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-insight-briefing-physical-abuse
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-insight-briefing-physical-abuse
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-insight-briefing-online-abuse
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-insight-briefing-online-abuse
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-insight-briefing-schools
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2020/coronavirus-insight-briefing-schools
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Parent/adult 
health/behaviour 

19% (1st) 24% 
(1st) 

22% 
(1st) 

22% 
(1st) 

25% 
(1st) 

21% 
(1st) 

22% 
(1st) 

26% 
(1st) 

26% 
(1ST) 

26% 
(1st) 

Physical abuse 12% (3rd) 14% 
(3rd) 

15% 
(3rd) 

15% 
(4th) 

14% 
(3rd) 

16% 
(3rd) 

13% 
(3rd) 

14% 
(3rd) 

15% 
(2nd) 

15% 
(2nd) 

Neglect 14% (2nd) 14% 
(4th) 

15% 
(4th) 

15% 
(3rd) 

17% 
(2nd) 

17% 
(2nd) 

15% 
(2nd) 

16% 
(2nd) 

13% 
(3rd) 

14% 
(3rd) 

Emotional abuse 10% (5th) 15% 
(2nd) 

18% 
(2nd) 

18% 
(2nd) 

14% 
(4th) 

15% 
(4th) 

13% 
(4th) 

11% 
(4th) 

12% 
(4th) 

12% 
(4th) 

Sexual abuse 
(contact) 

11% (4th) 7% 
(5th) 

6% 
(5th) 

8% 
(5th) 

9% 
(5th) 

9% 
(5th) 

9%  
(5th) 

9%  
(5th) 

10% 
(5th) 

8% 
(5th) 

Top 5 combined 66% 74% 76% 78% 78% 77% 74% 76% 76% 75% 

 

In December 2020, the top 5 “main concerns” accounted for 75% of all Helpline contacts. 
“Main concerns” are selected by the Helpline professional as part of the recording process. 
 

Table 3: Number of contacts where a type of abuse was the main concern  
 Neglect  Physical 

abuse 
Emotional 
abuse 

Sexual abuse 
(contact) 

Sexual abuse 
(online) 

All abuse 

Pre-lockdown 30-day average 
6 Jan – 22 March 

775 696 568 592 117 2,748 

1 – 30 April 885 909 945 442 184 3,365 

1 – 31 May 1,221 1,268 1,494 533 211 4,727 

1 – 30 June 1,138 1,118 1,322 615 162 4,355 

1 – 31 July 1,151 969 937 626 164 3,847 

1 – 31 August  1,103 1,032 1,012 617 214 3,978 

1 – 30 September  1,068 924 908 649 178 3,727 

1 – 31 October 1,095 1,007 797 629 142 3,670 

1 – 30 November 921 1,075 836 685 173 3,690 

1 – 31 December 905 953 724 511 136 3,229 

NB – domestic abuse is recorded separately (see table 4) 
 

Table 4: Contacts from people worried about parent/adult health/behaviour 
 Parental 

domestic 
abuse2 

Parent/adult 
alcohol/substance 
misuse 

Parent/adult 
mental health 

Pre-lockdown 30-day average 
6 Jan – 22 March 

607 709 236 

1 – 30 April  782 993 286 

1 – 31 May 1,017 1,237 326 

1 – 30 June 970 1,170 322 

1 – 31 July 929 1,255 332 

1 – 31 August 818 974 304 

1 – 30 September  844 1,048 327 

1 – 31 October 1,004 1,369 436 

1 – 30 November 1,053 1,284 443 

1 – 31 December 954 1,123 396 

Domestic abuse, adult substance misuse and adult mental health are “sub-concerns” that sit 
under various main concerns.  
“Sub-concerns” are selected by the Helpline professional as part of the recording process. 
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One Helpline contact can only have one “main concern”, but can have several “sub-
concerns”. 
 

Referrals 
Sometimes our Helpline professionals share information with local agencies. One contact 
can result in more than one child being referred to more than one agency. Our referral data 
is based on the number of individual referrals made. 
 

Table 5: Referrals - breakdown of referrals by agency location – by nation 
 England Northern 

Ireland 
Scotland Wales Other All referrals 

 

Pre-lockdown 30-day average 
6 Jan – 22 March 

2,238 53 114 111 26 2,542 

1 – 30 April 3,059 44 116 142 39 3,400 

1 – 31 May 4,012 78 177 234 59 4,560 

1 – 30 June 3,817 51 189 174 64 4,295 

1 – 31 July 4,071 52 217 171 96 4,607 

1 – 31 August 3,365 47 157 160 148 3,877 

1 – 30 September 3,940 75 184 188 146 4,533 

1 – 31 October 4,492 64 261 278 111 5,206 

1 – 30 November 4,508 74 229 211 78 5,100 

1 – 31 December 4,141 84 224 226 80 4,755 

* “Other” includes agencies that are based outside the UK as well as those that work across 
boundaries within the UK. For July - December this includes referrals shared with British Athletics, 
following the launch of the helpline to support athletes’ concerns of abuse in British Gymnastics. 
 

Table 6: Referrals - breakdown of referrals by agency location – by regions in England 
 Pre-

Lockdown  
30- Day 
Average 

April 
2020 

May 
2020 

June 
2020 

July 
2020 

August 
2020 

Sept 
2020 

Oct 
2020 

Nov 
2020 

Dec 
2020 

England            

London 225 352 459 447 400 349 434 397 453 400 

South East 325 388 614 570 634 535 632 642 620 561 

East 
England 

235 360 447 522 495 430 469 527 521 445 

South West 198 331 428 386 431 320 352 387 375 403 

Midlands 505 705 825 761 893 772 836 1,106 1,162 1,104 

North East 
and 
Cumbria 

116 134 199 194 205 152 200 224 218 192 

North West 
England 

356 453 619 540 613 440 597 706 635 617 

Yorkshire 
and the 
Humber 

280 336 421 398 400 367 420 503 524 509 

 

Table 7: Top 5 reasons for referrals by nation – December 2020 
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Main Concern  
(in descending order for 
England) 

England 
Northern 

Ireland 

 
Scotland Wales 

Parent/adult 
health/behaviour 

37% (1st) 38% (1st) 
 

45% (1st) 40% (1st) 

Physical abuse 21% (2nd) 23% (2nd)  17% (3rd) 19% (2nd) 

Neglect 16% (3rd) 15% (3rd)  17% (2nd) 14% (3rd) 

Emotional abuse 12% (4th) 8% (4th)  11% (4th) 12% (4th) 

Sexual abuse (contact) 8% (5th) 8% (5th)  6% (5th) 6% (5th) 

How we record contacts to the Helpline 

This briefing is based on data from child welfare contacts responded to by the NSPCC 
Helpline. 

The Helpline service provides advice and support to adult who have concerns about a child. 
Adults may remain anonymous if they wish. Helpline counsellors assess the information 
being shared and offer advice. Where there’s a serious concern about a child, and 
information about the child’s identity has been shared, the helpline makes a referral to 
external agencies such as children’s services and the police. 

 
We are sharing the data in this briefing to support partner agencies in their work to 
safeguard children. 
 
We will continue to publish our thematic insight briefings on our NSPCC Learning website 
www.nspcc.org.uk/learning  
 
For further information please contact information@nspcc.org.uk 

http://www.nspcc.org.uk/learning
mailto:information@nspcc.org.uk

