Children’s Long-Term Mental Health at Risk From Covid-19related Stress, Experts Warn
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In the midst of the sweeping socioeconomic devastation wrought by COVID-19 restrictions, one
field, sadly, is booming: mental health. Many mental health professionals are reporting high
demand and record caseloads, including more young clients who need help coping with the
unprecedented convergence of fear, uncertainty, disruption to routine, physical and social
isolation, increased time indoors and parental stress.

Experts and parents are expressing concern that COVID-19 may have damaging long-term
repercussions for the young. Many children are already exhibiting signs of post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD), a syndrome typically associated with events such as wars, natural disasters,

or physical or sexual abuse. PTSD symptoms include increased negative thoughts and feelings,
problems sleeping or concentrating, and “feeling more on guard or unsafe.” Trauma experts are
suggesting that the mental health toll of the pandemic may be “far greater than previous mass
traumas,” even exceeding the psychological impact of “large-scale traumas like Hurricane
Katrina, September 11 or the Hong Kong unrest.” What’s worse, whereas a natural disaster is
“limited to a specific time and place,” the coronavirus pandemic is “everywhere, and it doesn’t
appear to have an end date.”
Experts are ready to admit that children’s current distress is a serious problem, but few seem
willing to discuss the most obvious solution, which is to call an end to the demonstrably
unwarranted lockdowns, school closures, edicts and fear-mongering that are proving so
damaging to children’s psyches. Instead, a Yale child psychiatrist who acknowledges that there
has been “a steady climb in the percentage of parents who worry about their children’s mental
health” has only one suggestion — that parents should “spoil” their young children and be
tolerant of kids’ “shenanigans” until “after the vaccine” — and then go back to expecting better
behavior.
Alarming studies, escalating stress
Mental health researchers began documenting children’s skyrocketing anxiety and depression
almost as soon as social isolation, masking and physical distancing measures began to be
imposed. In a Wuhan-based study in the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA),
just one month of home confinement doubled Chinese schoolchildren’s anxiety levels (from 9%
to 19%), prompting the investigators’ conclusion that “serious infectious diseases may influence
the mental health of children as other traumatic experiences do.”

In the U.S., an October study published in Pediatrics indicated that three months of restrictions
(March through May) had a similar impact on children as well as their parents. One in four U.S.
parents (27%) reported a decline in their own mental health, and about one in seven (14%)
perceived a corresponding decline in their children’s behavioral health.

Commenting on the study, a child and adolescent psychiatrist in Virginia speculated that
the survey might represent “the tip of the iceberg,” noting that “Every layer of protection
for children’s well-being has been weakened or eliminated by the pandemic.” According

to this psychiatrist, the most crucial “buffers” are the parents, but in a Canadian study
that collected data in early May, seven in 10 pregnant and postpartum moms reported
anxiety, and four in ten reported depression. Children have also been cut off from vital
community resources that ordinarily form additional “layers of protection” — churches,
recreational opportunities and schools. As of April, more than 90% of the world’s enrolled
students had been affected by school closures.
Considering North America’s adolescents and young adults, the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention recently reported that during the month of June, three-fourths of 18-24-year-olds
reported at least one adverse mental or behavioral health condition, and a dismaying one in
four had seriously considered suicide that month. In a Canadian survey, nearly three out of five
15-17-year-olds (57%) rated their mental health as “somewhat worse” or “much worse” than
before physical distancing began, while the proportion of 15-24-year-olds rating their mental
health as “excellent” or “very good” was 20% lower than in 2018. Additional Canadian research
found that 10-17-year-olds “primarily and intensely” report feeling both bored and lonely.
Similarly troubling trends are apparent across the pond, where, just one month into the UK’s
lockdown (as reported in July in “The Lancet”), young people aged 16-24 displayed large
increases in already high levels of clinically significant mental distress — from 24.5% the year
before COVID-19 to 37% by April 2020. Parents of preschool-age children were a second group
experiencing a steep rise in mental distress — a trend that does not bode well for small children.
Moreover, as the authors of the UK study took pains to mention, their results captured only one
month of restrictions:

“As the economic consequences of lockdown develop, when furloughs turn to redundancies
[layoffs], mortgage holidays [suspension of payments] expire, and recession takes effect, we
believe it is reasonable to expect not only sustained distress and clinically significant
deterioration in mental health for some people, but emergence of well described long-term
effects of economic recession on mental health including increasing suicide rates and
hospital admissions for mental illness.”

Echoing this expectation, a Scottish survey conducted in October for World Mental Health Day
found that one-third (32%) of parents perceived their children’s mental health, since COVID-19,

as being “the worst it has ever been,” and 37% reported a serious deterioration in their own
mental health.
Continue reading here…

