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The First Minister launched the Scotland's Strategic Framework update 
in February 2021, setting out, in a phased way a plan to return to 
greater normality.  
 
Included in this update, was a plan for easing the restrictions on 
gatherings that came into force on 5 Jan 2021.  This included tighter 
restrictions on socialising outdoors for adults and children aged 12-17, 
along with reduced numbers who could meet and participate as part of 
any organised group-based activity. This reduced the number of 
children aged 12 to 17 from meeting up to 5 of their friends at any one 
time to meeting just one other person at any one time. Sport and 
organised activities effectively stopped for this age group. 
 
Following significant progress on suppressing the virus, along with the 
successful roll-out of vaccinations to most of the high priority groups as 
set out by the JCVI, these rules have now been relaxed.  From 12 
March, children aged 12-17 will be permitted to meet up to 3 of their 
friends at any one time, outdoors. This will continue to be kept under 
review as part of any further easing of the rules on gatherings. 
 
These measures are designed to be consistent with the aim of further 
reducing the transmission risk of COVID-19 in the community and 
across societal level, including businesses, service providers and 
Places of Worship whilst keeping schools open, childcare accessible, 
reducing potential pressures on the NHS and keeping people in work. 
We have a duty to balance all of the different harms caused by the 
pandemic. 
 
 

Background 
 

The Coronavirus (COVID-19) Strategic Framework Update – February 

2021 published on 23 February 2021 updates the original Strategic 

Framework to take account of important developments, including: 

• new and highly infectious strains of the virus 
• progress with the vaccination roll-out 

 
It provides the background, context, policy aims, rationale and evidence 
to support this legislative change. 
 
The Framework explains how we will use all of the tools we have 
available to get coronavirus to the lowest possible level and keep it 
there. 
 
One of the key tools is a set of Non-Pharmaceutical Interventions (NPIs) 
– a set of measures, rules and restrictions designed to minimise 
opportunities for the virus to transmit by limiting interactions between 
households. This includes the regulations that restrict the number of 



people from different households permitted to meet indoors and 
outdoors. 
 
It is now considered possible, for the reasons set out in the strategic 
framework update, to begin a cautious easing of some of those NPIs. 
The first easing, from 22 February, was a partial return to schools for 
Primary 1-3 and for a very small proportion of senior phase students 
requiring access to schools for practical subjects, as well as the 
reopening of early learning and childcare settings.  
 
From 15th March 2021, all primary aged children will return to in-person 
learning, with a further, gradual return using blended learning for all 
secondary school pupils. This is in line with the guidance from Covid-19 
Advisory Sub Committee on Education and Children’s issues published 
on 3rd Feb 2021 and updated on 3rd March 2021. 
 
Once the data indicate that it is safe to proceed further, we will make a 
number of further gradual easings.  
 
Policy intention 
We know how important it is to be able to connect with loved ones and 
for children to meet their friends, and the damage that can be done 
when meaningful contact is restricted. The protective measures, while 
necessary, have increased social isolation for many, which can often 
have a detrimental impact on well-being and physical and mental health. 
 
That is why we are prioritising easing of some measures that would 
allow children to see a little more of their close family and friends – 
recognising that this will necessarily continue to be constrained by the 
need to limit opportunities for transmission.  
 
Further easing of restriction 
As set out in the Strategic Framework update, all of the NPIs are kept 
under continuous review using a ‘four harms’ assessment of their 
necessity and proportionality 
 
As the state of the epidemic permits, we expect to return to a situation 
where the level of restrictions is variable across different parts of the 
country, depending on the levels of the virus and consistent with our 
strategic intent to suppress the virus to the lowest possible level and 
keep it there, while we strive to return to a more normal life for as many 
people as possible.  
 
Before returning to variable Levels across Scotland, we will make sure 
that it is safe to do so. In particular, we intend that at least the first 9 
JCVI priority groups should have been offered the vaccine. That will be 
important not only for their protection, but because we expect this 
vaccination roll-out to help to reduce transmission, giving us the 
headroom to ease restrictions safely. The effects of vaccination on 
transmission remain uncertain, so we will continue to keep the required 
vaccine coverage under review. 
 
The Strategic Framework Update envisages a return to a variable levels 
from 26 April, provided the WHO criteria for safe relaxation are met. 



Scope of the 
CRWIA,  
identifying the 
children and young 
people affected by 
the policy, and 
summarising the 
evidence base 

 

This CRWIA sets out the consideration which has been given to 
children’s rights and wellbeing for the relaxation of restrictions on 
outdoor social gatherings and reintroduction of group based organised 
activity and sport for older children. It builds upon and draws from a 
range of other work which has been or is being undertaken to consider 
children’s rights and wellbeing as part of our response to COVID-19. 
 

Children and 
young people’s 
views and 
experiences 
 

The relaxations apply at a societal level and as such all children and 
young people living in a level 4 area are impacted. As a result of the 
relaxation, children and young people will be permitted to meet more of 
their friends at one time.  
 
There is a disproportionate effect on children because the duration of 
this pandemic, and the associated restrictions takes up a greater part of 
the lives so far, in comparison to adults.   
 
There is a strong recognition that social interactions, with friends and 
wider family have a key role in optimising children’s development and 
their wider wellbeing. This has different impacts depending on their age 
and stage of development, and the circumstances in which children are 
currently living.  
 
A range of evidence has been gathered on the impact on children during 
this time, and it shows that although for some children the experience 
has had some positive effects (including spending more time with their 
parents in the home) for the majority of children the impacts have been 
and continue to be negative. 
 
Relaxation of restrictions on outdoor household mixing has the potential 
to mitigate inequalities and have a positive impact on children who are 
marginalised or disadvantaged including those with a disability, those 
with caring duties or residing in unsuitable housing.  Lack of access to 
suitable private outdoor space has been an even greater barrier to 
wellbeing during the pandemic than in ‘normal’ times.  
 
Some children and young people have continuously made reference to 
the importance of group based activities, hobbies and sport as part of 
their normal lives.  For those who participate in these, it is high up on 
the list of areas to prioritise for a return to some normality. 

Key Findings, 
including an 
assessment of the 
impact on children’s 
rights, and how the 
measure will 
contribute to 
children’s wellbeing 

 

Relaxing the restrictions on general gathering rules, to allow up to 4 
people  from two households to meet over the age of 12, may have a 
positive impact on children and young people. It could mean that 
parents/carers are less likely to have to leave these young people alone 
at home in order to meet with another adult outside the home. This 
would especially be the case for lone parent families.  
 
The relaxation of both the specific socialising rules for children and 
young people aged 12-17, to allow for up to 4 people to meet at any one 
time from up to 4 households, along with the return of access to 
organised sport, exercise and other activities, will likely have a positive 
impact on this age group.  These are some of the key areas that 
children and young people missed the most about the recent 
restrictions. 



 
The relaxation may also lessen the risk of these young people being 
excluded from social contact with wider family members.  
 
For children and young people experiencing adverse home conditions, 
the relaxation to allow more opportunities to see people outside the 
home may improve their wellbeing and increase the extent to which they 
gain emotional support from others.  
 
Due to the duration of the pandemic, there is a wide range of evidence 
about the impact of very tight restrictions, and the impacts of the easing 
of these measures slowly over time.  The positive gains from the easing 
of measures for children and young people, were not felt equally, and 
some children are still recovering from these experiences, particularly 
those that were already most disadvantaged. 
 
Our decision-making process has been informed by the four harms 
approach. The four key harms are: the direct impact of COVID-19 on 
health; the wider impact that the virus is having on health and social 
care services; how the restrictions are impacting on our broader way of 
living and society (including the negative effects on wellbeing and 
inequality); and effect of the restrictions on our economy. The balance of 
harms for children is still currently weighted most heavily towards harm 
three (social harms). Strong mitigations need to continue to ensure that 
the rights of children and young people are protected, as far as possible, 
and considered independently and alongside the wider population-level 
impacts. 
 
Some survey evidence compares impact before lockdown (in March) to 
the current time point. Most surveys showed a negative impact during 
that time, particularly in wellbeing.  Our baseline is already lower than it 
was in March 2020 (pre-pandemic) and the relaxing of some restrictions 
along with a return to organised group activities and some in-person 
learning should have a positive, cumulative effect for the majority of 
children and young people.  
 
Background/further evidence 
 
A series of surveys of children aged 8 -14 carried out in April, May and 
June1 found that over half reported feeling bored often and that there 
was a small decline in children reporting having fun things to do in their 
days between April (75%) and June (72%). Across all three months of 
the survey, 17% of children reported a worry about not being able to 
play or be creative.  
 
A survey of parents of children aged 2 – 7 year olds carried out between 
the end of June to early July2 (spanning the time when physical 
distancing restrictions were removed for under-12 year olds) found a 

                                                
1 Children’s Parliament How Are you doing? survey  
https://www.childrensparliament.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/HOW-ARE-YOU-DOING-SURVEY-
REPORT-August-2020.pdf 
 
2 COVID-19 Early years resilience and impact survey (CEYRIS) 
http://www.healthscotland.scot/publications/covid-19-early-years-resilience-and-impact-survey-ceyris 



mixed picture with regards to play, with some positive impacts of 
lockdown. For 46% of the children, parents and carers rated their 
imaginative play since lockdown as better than before lockdown, while 
12% rated it worse. Looking at active play, 43% of children had played 
actively inside on at least four out of the last seven days, while 81% of 
children had played outside on at least four out of the last seven days.  
 
However, looking at play with others, 14% of children had not met up 
with anyone else from outside their household, and a further 24% had 
not met any other children. In the early half of the fieldwork period, 
children were allowed to meet others only with physical distancing, and 
76% of parents reported finding it difficult or stressful to enforce physical 
distancing measures. The relaxation of the physical distancing 
requirements for those aged under 12 will therefore have had a positive 
impact.  
 
A survey of children aged 11 to 18 carried out in April3 found that 2 in 5 
young people were concerned about their own mental wellbeing.  
 
The surveys of 8 to 14 year olds4 found that children displayed a decline 
in mental wellbeing over the three surveys. In June, more children 
reported being lonely, and fewer felt in a positive mood and resilient 
than in April. Across the months, around a third of respondents indicated 
that there are lots of things to worry about, while more than half 
expressed a general worry about the future. Around a quarter reported 
being worried about five or more things. Girls aged 12 – 14 were most 
likely to report all negative mental wellbeing impacts.  
 
The survey of parents of children aged 2-75 found that almost half (46%) 
of 2 – 3 year olds and over a third (36%) of 4-7 year olds had a slightly 
raised, high, or very high Strength and Difficulty Score, indicating the 
presence of behavioural or emotional difficulties. This is higher than in a 
nationally representative survey completed just before lockdown. 
 
An online survey for 12-17 year olds on the impact of lockdown on 
young people’s health and wellbeing carried out in mid-May to early 
July6 found significant mental health impacts. There was a three-fold 
increase in respondents’ self-reported feelings of loneliness from nearly 
one in ten (9%) of respondents recalling feeling lonely before lockdown 
to over a quarter (28%) reporting loneliness during lockdown. When 
asked if they had felt nervous or stressed because of COVID-19 in the 
past week, about a fifth of respondents (22%) said ‘most’ or ‘all of the 
time’. Across almost all questions, 15 to 17 year olds had a worse 

                                                
3 Lockdown Lowdown 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5cee5bd0687a1500015b5a9f/t/5ebc2206ee7a6919fe41a562/1
589387823919/LockdownLowdown+Results+by+Demographic+Breakdown.pdf 
4 Children’s Parliament How Are you doing? survey  
https://www.childrensparliament.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/HOW-ARE-YOU-DOING-SURVEY-
REPORT-August-2020.pdf 
5 COVID-19 Early years resilience and impact survey (CEYRIS) 
http://www.healthscotland.scot/publications/covid-19-early-years-resilience-and-impact-survey-ceyris 
 
6 TeenCovidLife survey https://www.ed.ac.uk/files/atoms/files/2020-08-
07_teencovidlife_survey_1_general_report_v2.pdf 



experience than the younger age group (12-14), and girls reported a 
worse experience than boys. 
 
However the evidence on the relative impact of the lockdown on boys 
and girls appears mixed. An on-line survey for young people aged 12-24 
showed that there was a significant difference in young people's self-
reported emotional wellbeing since lockdown began, with more young 
people reporting that they would describe their emotional wellbeing as 
poor. Before lockdown, 18% of respondents described their emotional 
wellbeing as negative. This increased to 51% during lockdown. Boys 
and young men were more likely to report positive emotional wellbeing 
before the lockdown than girls and young women. However, during 
lockdown, the rates for both demographics are broadly similar 
suggesting a greater deterioration for males.7 
 
A survey that included young carers carried out over October and 
November 2020 showed responses that suggested while support for 
them in their caring role was good initially, contact in some cases has 
stopped more recently. The focus group members said COVID-19 has 
changed their roles and that it has been difficult to access other support 
for the person they care for.  All participants said how hard it was to take 
a break at the moment, and it was easier when they were at home 
during lockdown. Now that schools have returned it is harder to take a 
break. Another participant said that the restrictions have made it harder 
to see friends and get out of the house.8 
 
A survey of parents of school age children carried out in May and June9, 
found that three quarters of parents were worried about their child 
missing their friends, and 57% were worried about their child’s health 
and wellbeing.  
 
Further evidence can be found at: Independent Children's Rights Impact 
Assessment: Appendices - The Children and Young People's 
Commissioner Scotland (cypcs.org.uk) 
 
We have continued to ensure that the best interests of the child (article 
3) have been central to our response to the COVID-19, including in 
relation to the imposition of these latest restrictions.  
 
Children and young people continue to be at less risk of severe illness 
from Covid-19, including this new variant, than the rest of the 
population. (article 6).  
 
There is a broad range of evidence to suggest the positive impact of 
interaction between children and their peers to both mitigate the wider 
effects of Covid-19 restrictions but also in terms of their developmental 
stage. This was considered as part of this process. A summary of which 
can be found above. 

                                                
7 https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5cc7195fceaeb60001c9dc58/t/5f182d467dacec7cf2fa127b/1595420029484/TIE-
ONLINE+IN+LOCKDOWN-REPORT.pdf 
8 Lockdown Lowdown: The Voice of Seldom Heard Groups During COVID19 Pandemic Report 
9 Connect survey 
https://www.connect.scot/application/files/7115/9604/1415/Connect_Parent_Carer_Survey_Next_Ste
ps___How_are_you_doing_now_quantitative_report_29_July_2020_FINAL.pdf 



 
For children and young people, maintaining social interaction and 
engagement with their peers is of fundamental importance to wellbeing 
and their longer term development, which is why important exemptions 
continue to be applied to the general population level restrictions on 
social gatherings so that children under the age of 12 can continue to, 
as far as possible, interact with their friends socially. 
 
For younger children, under 12, their right to play (article 31) was 
actively considered, both with each other and as part of normalising the 
situation as far as possible. Limiting as far as possible further 
restrictions on this age group will be crucial to minimise the longer term 
impacts on their development and wider wellbeing. 
 
Ultimately, there was a careful judgment to be made about 12 to 17 year 
olds, reconciling the Harm 1 (risk of transmission of Covid, both 
between teenagers and from teenagers returning the disease to their 
households) and harm 3 (damage to opportunities to socialise for 
teenagers) impacts of teenagers socialising. 
 
 

Monitoring and 
review 
 

We will continue to consider the impact of these changes on children’s 
rights and wellbeing including by engaging with relevant stakeholders 
and will publish further child rights and wellbeing impact assessments 
as is best practice. 
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