KNOWLEDGE — International Journal
Vol.67.1

PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS OF COVID-19 ON TEENAGERS

Simona Nikolova
SWU "Neofit Rilski", Faculty of Philosophy, Department of Psychology, Bulgaria,
simona.nikolova@swu.bg
Grigorios Seretis
SWU “Neofit Rilski”, Faculty of Philosophy, Department of Psychology, Bulgaria
seretisgrigorios@gmail.com

Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic has had impact, with teenagers being a particularly vulnerable group. This
paper explores the multifaceted impact of COVID-19 on teenagers, examining the physical, emotional, and social
consequences of the pandemic on this age group. Teenagers experienced significant disruptions in their education
due to lock down, leading to academic challenges and widening educational inequalities. The abrupt changes in
social interactions, as a result of lockdowns and the measures of social, have negatively affected their mental health,
contributing to increased rates of anxiety, depression, and loneliness. In addition to educational and psychological
effects, the pandemic has disrupted teenagers' physical health and development, with reduced opportunities for
physical activity and the closure of the recreational spaces. The change to online environments has also raised
concerns about screen addiction and the negative impacts of prolonged exposure to digital media. Moreover, the
economic fallout from the pandemic has exacerbated financial stress in households, particularly affecting teenagers
from lower-income families, who face heightened barriers to accessing essential resources such as healthcare and
education. This paper highlights the implications of these effects on teenagers’ development and the necessary
interventions in order to mitigate the negative outcomes. Through a review of recent studies and data, the paper
emphasizes the importance of addressing the educational, mental health, and social needs of teenagers during and
after the pandemic. The findings underscore the need for a coordinated response that includes support for mental
health services, equitable access to education, and the promotion of physical well-being, all of which are crucial for
fostering resilience in teenagers during these unprecedented times.
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1. INTRODUCTION

World Health Organization (WHO) stated that children and youth consist 42% of the population of the world.
Studies show that when children do not follow the normal school rhythms various areas of their lives are negatively
affected (Koytel;ekow, 2020). The resulting problems become even more serious when there is a severe epidemic or
pandemic. Many studies have investigated the psychological impact of epidemics (SARS, Ebola, HIN1 etc). The
women had more frequent recurrence of the problems and adverse changes in cognition or mood than men. Such
serious epidemics resulted in restrictive measures such as quarantine in cities and villages of Canada (2003), China
(2003) and Western Africa (2014). The effects observed among the people who were quarantined was boredom,
confusion, anger, isolation, loneliness, guilt, grief, insomnia, financial losses, stigma and lack of social goods
(Decosimo et al., 2019; Ginny & Miriam, 2013; Jiloha, 2020).

In his case of Ebola (2014) children experienced loneliness, sadness and fear that they will lose their loved ones,
while it was observed and increase in crime. Similar events, also occur in other serious infectious diseases, including
influenza where the same precautions for safety and prevention further transmission (Liu et al., 2020).

It has even been observed that after traumatic events, symptoms of posttraumatic stress follow (Posttraumatic Stress
Symptoms - PTSS) caused by symptoms such as persistence of trauma, the relative avoidance of stimuli, the
emotional numbness and the normal overstimulation (Hossain et al., 2020).

In winter of 2019, Covid-19, appeared in the city of Wuhan city. The virus was quickly detected and appeared to be
spreading very easily, increasing the number of patients and of the dead people in geometric progression. In
February of 2020, the virus had already spread to 26 countries and had as a result 51,857 cases and 1669 dead
people, while in March 2020 there were 109,577 cases and 3809 dead in 104 countries (Liu et al., 2020).

Health systems around the world strangled and opposed, a major threat to health of every citizen (Cai et al., 2020).
The quick and easy transmission of the virus combined with the complications and high mortality, lead to lockdown,
social distancing and quarantine in a lot of countries all over the world (Brooks et al., 2020). According to social
isolation, individuals must remain at home and avoid public places and synchronization for as long as the disease is
in phase of high transmission to the community (Hawryluck et al., 2004).
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2. THE IMPACT OF COVID-19

Both social distancing and quarantine significantly affect children and grown up people, causing panic, anxiety,
depression and intense fear (Brooks et al., 2020). Stigma and xenophobia are two important problems arising in
society after some infectious disease. Panic and stress have also been linked to such events. So, the uncertainty
threatened not only the physical health of people, but also their mental health. Behavioral Immune System theory
(BIS) (Mortensen et al., 2010) states that when people feel threatened from diseases it is possible to create negative
emotions (Schaller & Murray, 2008; Ackerman, 2009) and negative cognitive evaluation with purpose of their self-
protection and behave with more conservative way (Schaller, 2006; Li et al., 2020).

Social distancing and staying at home constitute a way of preventing diseases that at the same time contribute to
increasing interest in health and in seeking social support from families rather than from friends (Houston & Bull,
1994). Communicable diseases such as Covid-19 can disrupt the environmental context in which children live and
grow up. The closing of schools and travel restrictions disrupt their daily lives while at the same time causing stress
to parents who may need to seek new forms of parental care and work (Rosen et al., 2020).

In such situations children and adolescents are obliged to stay at home because of the forced isolation. As a result
they limit connection with friends and classmates as well as reduced physical activity. This makes children and
adolescents a vulnerable group, with focus on girls and young women, as well as children who are already well
vagrants due to socio-economic exclusion or they live in crowded places, making them more vulnerable in violence
and psychosocial discomfort (Rosen et al., 2020).

3. IMPACT OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON ADOLESCENTS

Adolescence marks a period of biopsychosocial changes, where there is significant brain development and a need for
inclusion from the society of the peer group. As they navigate the path to adulthood, adolescents develop empathy,
that is, their understanding of other people's feelings, intentions, and beliefs. The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted
adolescent processes and appeared to be associated with a number of negative psychosocial and psychological
consequences for them (de Figueiredo et al., 2021).

Increased screen time, sleep disturbances, and poor or unhealthy diets, have been shown to be connected with
negative outcomes for adolescents during the pandemic of COVID-19. In more detail, according to data from
UNICEF (2020), adolescents, during the quarantine, also had access to inappropriate content, making them more
vulnerable to online bullying and/or abuse (UNICEF, 2020). Further findings associated no social life and increased
Internet use with self-injurious behaviors or even suicide, in the context of online challenges, targeting youth
(Deslandes & Coutinho, 2020).

As reported by Ruiz-Roso and colleagues (2020), research in Europe, South America and Asia has highlighted the
adoption of harmful eating habits during quarantine by adolescents (Ruiz-Roso et al., 2020). In addition, quarantine
caused sleep disorders and poor sleep quality (Xiag et al., 2020). According to the online survey by Xiag et al.
(2020), adolescent participants had irregular sleep patterns, characterized by late morning awakenings and late night
sleep onset. A key reason was the increased use of a screen in their bedroom, where teenagers connected to the
Internet, either to watch movies or to interact on social media with their peers (Xiag et al., 2020).

Studies carried out at the first period of the pandemic have associated an increase in teenagers' concerns about
distance education and the prospect of cancellation of promotion exams (Buzzi et al., 2020; Lee, 2020). Research by
Lee and colleagues (2020) also showed that teenagers were afraid of getting sick with COVID-19, in case exams
were not canceled and they could not participate in them. However, it is worth noting that, in the research of Buzzi
et al (2020), the adolescent participants reported that, beyond their concerns, distance education seemed ultimately
beneficial in connecting with both the School and peers their.

In addition at the research of Bera et al (2022) it was shown that the restriction of social life during pandemic of
Covid-19 with the forced closing of schools increased the risk of depression and negative feelingsr in adolescents
(Bera et al., 2022). For example, in a large-scale cross-sectional study, adolescents from 12 to 18 years old were
found to experience anxiety symptoms during quarantine, with adolescent girls reporting higher levels of anxiety
and depression relative to boys (Zhou et al., 2020). In Ma et al.'s (2021) meta-analysis, it was shown that the
prevalence of anxiety in 13- to 18-year-old adolescents was 29.1%, while in relation to gender, adolescent girls
showed higher anxiety than boys.

Regarding the occurrence of PTSD symptoms, research showed that 14.4% of adolescents and young adults reported
PTSD two weeks after the outbreak of the pandemic of COVID-19 (Liang et al., 2020), while adolescents receiving
medication to cope with an episode of major depression reported PTSD symptoms one month after the onset of
COVID-19 (Zhang et al., 2021).
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4. CONCLUSION

In summary, the typical onset and development of mental health disorders during adolescence are shaped by various
factors, including family dysfunction, negative peer influences, and the emergence of depressive psychopathology
within cultural and social contexts (Chi et al., 2022). These factors represent forms of Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs), which can predispose adolescents to anxiety disorders (Elmore & Crouch, 2020). Each
individual ACE acts as a distinct risk factor contributing to the onset of anxiety symptoms in this age group (Chi et
al., 2022). Moreover, recent studies highlight the COVID-19 pandemic as a newly recognized ACE, linked to
increased symptoms of anxiety, PTSD, and depression among today’s adolescents (Ma et al., 2021).
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