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ABSTRACT

COVID-19, the illness caused by the novel coronavirus SARS-CoV2, lead to major disruptions in the daily lives of
youth around the world. The purpose of this article is to provide an updated review of the current body of research
findings to date on the specific impacts of COVID-19 on the mental health functioning of adolescents in the United
States. Original peer-reviewed studies examining mental health outcomes in the general population of children and
adolescents during COVID-19 were identified through search engines and publications. Many of the studies were
cross-sectional and not longitudinal so they did not compare youth mental health pre-pandemic to post-pandemic. A
synthesis of the results of existing studies suggested that adolescent mental health deteriorated after the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic and the associated social distancing measures. Yet, the extent of such effect is still a question
worth investigation.

Introduction

The Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus has caused serious disrup-
tions and alterations in social norms and public health around the world (WHO, 2022). The quarantine caused man-
datory online classes for students, and growing concerns about social isolation combined with the lack of support
services and chances to engage in physical activities have raised questions about potential short-term and long-term
impacts on adolescent mental health (Wright et al, 2021). As various studies have shown, the COVID-19 quarantine
lead to negative mental health consequences in adults including PTSD, anxiety, and depression (Wright et al, 2021).
Thus, the fear of contagion and other social factors created a hotbed for the emergence of new mental disorders or
worsening of previous ones for adolescents. Indeed, some studies conducted early on in the COVID-19 pandemic
suggested that youth mental health worsened after the onset of the pandemic (Powder, 2021). However, the impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic on youth mental health across the time period since the pandemic began, which now spans
nearly three years, has remained unclear. There have recently been numerous empirical studies on this topic; thus, an
updated synthesis of the literature on this topic is needed to enhance the field’s understanding of how the COVID-19
pandemic has impacted youth mental health and what key gaps in the literature must be addressed. This review aims
to organize current findings and identify patterns between COVID-19 social disruptions and adolescent mental health.

Methods

In order to better understand the COVID-19 pandemic's effects on children and adolescents' mental health, we did a
review and gathered relevant publications and advisories. We picked articles and arranged them thematically. Their
key findings are presented under the headings "Impact on Young Children and School Students," "Children and Ado-
lescents with Mental Health Challenges," "Economically Underprivileged Children,"” "Impact Due to Quarantine and
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Separation from Parents," and "International Organization Advisories." To the foregoing, we have additionally offered
recommendations.

The literature review was conducted across several databases, including PsycINFO, MEDLINE, PubMed,
ScienceDirect, Springer, PubMed, and the WHO Global Health research database on COVID-19. The former six are
reputable databases created by various institutions, the United States National Library of Medicine, or the American
Psychological Association; the latter one is a specific database that compiles all international research on COVID-19.
By adding filters to the databases, searches were controlled and honed in accordance with the research question to only
return results from peer-reviewed empirical studies that were specific to COVID-19 and were carried out with study
populations aged 13 to 17. The search syntax was as follows: (COVID-19 OR COVID OR coronavirus) AND (youth*
OR teen* OR adolescent*) AND (mental health) AND (quarantine OR lockdown OR "lock down") AND (depress*).
At the time of the search, studies published up through July 2022 were included.

Results

Among the studies being examined, almost every single one demonstrated evidence that there is a relationship between
the onset of social distancing measures and youth mental health, except for one that found no notable correlations
between the two aspects. Many studies found that social distancing was related to a deterioration in mental health.
Findings from many studies demonstrated consensus that there was an increased rate of depression and anxiety after
the onset of social distancing measures. However, there were mixed results with respect to other mental health symp-
toms. For example, increased emotional dependence on families and increased irritability were commonly observed in
adolescents after the onset of the pandemic (Lindoso et al., 2022). A small fraction of studies found that post-traumatic
stress syndrome was also a serious symptom among adolescents. Some studies have also suggested that increased
exposure to smartphones and social media, and thus the possibility of cyberbullying, may be a factor contributing to
adolescent mental health.

It is also shown in a particular study (Oosterhoff et al., 2020) that the reason behind an adolescent’s willing-
ness for social distancing is largely contributed to the development of later mental disorders. Youth in this study en-
dorsed a variety of prosocial, controllable, and autonomous incentives for social distancing, such as social duty, not
wanting to become sick or make others sick, adhering to state or parental rules and peer recommendations, and being
unable to engage in alternative activities. These motivations were related to the degree of social alienation as well as
depressed symptoms, anxiety symptoms, burdensomeness, and belongingness in a distinct way. For example, adoles-
cents who cited their reason for distancing as not wanting to get sick showed a higher rate of later developing anxiety.

Discussion

This study aimed to synthesize current findings on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and associated disruptions
on youth mental health. Overall, studies suggest that the pandemic has had varied effects on youth mental health that
differ by population and the measure of mental health. In general, studies suggest that the onset of social distancing
had a negative impact on youth mental health.

Findings suggest that adolescents’ motivation for engaging in social distancing protocols may impact how
social distancing impacted their mental health. Adolescents most commonly reported engaging in social distancing for
prosocial reasons, including recognition that social distancing is a social responsibility and to help ensure that others
do not get sick (Wright et al., 2021). Furthermore, social responsibility motivations were associated with engaging in
more social distancing. These findings extend previous research which indicates that adolescents’ social responsibility
values were associated with greater disinfecting behaviour and less hoarding behaviour in the week after COVID-19
was declared a US national emergency. In contrast, youth who indicated that they were engaging in social distancing
because they lacked alternatives reported less social distancing (Wright et al., 2021). Youth motivated by a lack of
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alternatives may be socially distant only if it is convenient and does not conflict with more appealing experiences.
Importantly, youth who reported being socially distant due to governmental sanctions or parental rules were also more
engaged in social distancing than those who did not support these motivations. These findings hold promise for the
efficacy of local governments and parents to help increase adolescents' compliance with social distancing recommen-
dations.

This study highlighted the increasing youth mental health burden in the United States. Notably, the context
of mental health service delivery has changed drastically since the onset of the pandemic (Kaslow et al., 2020). Mental
health interventions that are specific to the COVID-19 context may be needed to improve the current state of youth
mental health. Using a public health model to address the mental health needs of a population is a promising approach.
Kaslow and his fellow researchers proposed a behavioural health response continuum to “flatten the emotional distress
curve,” which was inspired by the Centres for Disease Control and Prevention’s pandemic intervals framework (Kaslow
et al., 2020). Through strategic planning, behavioural health experts can mobilize and provide large-scale interventions
such as education on coping strategies, social connectedness, and other behavioural health education. This may help
bridge the gap between mental health services and those who could benefit. Continued data gathering and research
would then help to identify continued needs and provide information on program effectiveness.

WHO states that new research highlights the necessity of socioeconomic equality, universal adolescent mental
illness prevention, and widely disseminated psychosocial therapies that have been proven to improve adolescent mental
health (National Institute of Health, 2021). According to this data, poverty, gender, gender identity, being multiracial
or an immigrant, and being poor are important structural factors that influence teenage psychological suffering. The
results also show that use of marijuana, hashish, e-cigarettes, and cigarettes, as well as poor nutrition, sedentary be-
haviour, and excessive social media usage, are significant intermediate variables that may aggravate psychological
discomfort.

Future generations will require more than ever accessible mental health care for kids and families. Decreasing
financial and insurance barriers to access will be essential, including the continued development of parity for mental
health care. One option to provide access for families with difficulties due to distance, safety, or transportation is
through the significant growth of telehealth mental health services in the US. Due to COVID-19's disproportionate
impact on communities of Black, Latino, and Native American families, collaborative behavioural health treatment in
which specialists develop capacity in accordance with these communities' requirements is required.

When it comes to identifying requirements for mental health, medical settings are frequently on the front line.
During this ongoing pandemic, professionals in these settings should continue to screen kids and teenagers for depres-
sion and anxiety. The need for additional assessment and/or referral for mental health treatment can be swiftly deter-
mined using standardized, empirically validated screening tools for mental health. The American Academy of Paedi-
atrics suggested screening procedures (Mental Health Tools) on their Mental Health Initiatives website, which is lo-
cated at this address: https://www.aap.org/en-us/advocacy-and-policy/aap-health-initiatives/Mental-Health/Pages/Pri-
mary-Care-Tools.aspx. The website offers details on the measures as well as how to get them (Jones et al., 2021). For
diagnosing and treating patients' total psychosocial functioning, integrating mental health specialists inside medical
care can be beneficial.

Limitations and Future Directions

Most of the research on COVID quarantine's impact on mental health lack a comparative component. Screening
through researches, it was usually only the mental disorders in 2019, 2020 and 2021 thoroughly examined, and are
mostly cross-sectional studies. However, providing a contrast of adolescent mental health between quarantine and pre-
quarantine time would present another evidence for the correlation between quarantine and worsening of adolescent
psychological health.

These studies present a snapshot in time, and it will be important that research be ongoing in order to under-
stand the short- and long-term effects of the pandemic on adolescents. Experts have cautioned that the high number of
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deaths, continued experience of grief and loss, and exacerbation of current mental health disorders mean that a “second
wave” of mental health consequences from this pandemic is “imminent.” Consequently, the need for effective social
supports and mental health interventions is crucial (Magson et al., 2020).

Of note, many studies included in this review lacked representative samples of the adolescents and thus might
cause an imprecision in the result of the study. The diversity of measures in some studies also need improvement.
Many studies included measures for specific aspects of mental health (e.g., depression and anxiety). To broaden the
understanding of how the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted youth mental health, future studies can expand to more
symptoms. Moreover, in some studies, the symptoms investigated is very limited and the way data are gained through
interviews instead of professional surveys, raised more suspicions to the quality of some studies.

Conclusion

The studies included in this review generally indicated that social disruptions associated with COVID-19, such as
social isolation, were related to worsening adolescent mental health. Specifically, greater rates of anxiety and depres-
sion were observed across multiple samples of youth ages 13 to 17.

The results in general suggest that there is a decided correlation between quarantine time and worsening
adolescent mental health. Continued research will be critical to understand ongoing impacts to child and adolescent
mental health. There is a need for more research within communities disproportionally affected by COVID-19 such as
the Black, Latino, and Native American populations. There is also a need for further research of COVID-19 impacts
on children and adolescents with disabilities. Finally, there is a need to identify effective prevention strategies and
treatment interventions in the changing landscape of mental health services.
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