
 

Study finds increased emotional difficulties
in children during the pandemic
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The COVID-19 pandemic may be associated with continuing emotional
and behavioral difficulties in children after the age of two, a new study
out today [17 May] from researchers at the University of Bristol has
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found. 

Whilst the rise in emotional problems in teenagers and young adults
since the pandemic has become clearer, little is known about the 
emotional response of pre-school and primary school aged children.
Using data tracking children's emotional development at multiple ages
before and during the pandemic, the research team were able to explore
differences in trajectories of emotional difficulties in children before
and during the pandemic. The study is published on the pre-print server
medRxiv.org.

The researchers looked at data from 708 children who are part of the
third generation of the health study Children of the 90s, based at the
University of Bristol (also known as the Avon Longitudinal Study of
Parents and Children). Due to the unique nature of the study, which first
recruited pregnant women in the Avon area between 1991–92,
researchers were able to compare data collected pre-pandemic with the
data collected through a questionnaire conducted from 26 May and 5
July 2020, which focussed on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic as
restrictions were eased.

Dr. Rebecca Pearson, Senior Lecturer in Psychiatric Epidemiology at the
University of Bristol and senior author, explained: "Emotional problems
usually peak around age two and then decline over childhood, but the
peak of emotional problems at age two was lower during the pandemic
than before the pandemic. However, emotional problems usually reduce
after the 'terrible twos,' but during the pandemic we didn't see the
reduction we would expect. So older children in the pandemic had much
higher levels of emotional difficulties than would be expected at their
age. At the age of eight, their scores on the emotional difficulties
measures are ten points higher in the pandemic sample than what we
would expect based on pre-pandemic data.
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"Our findings suggest that primary school children may have emotional
difficulties at the level expected during the terrible twos. This could
reflect a delay in emotional development that, if not supported, may far
outlive the pandemic and have long-term consequences for this
generation of children. This age group should not be forgotten for health
and educational resources and funding. The emotional consequences
need to be understood and supported, in order to prevent a generation of
children at greater risk of mental health problems."

Dr. Helen Bould, consultant and senior lecturer in child and adolescent
psychiatry at the University of Bristol, and a co-author on the study,
added: "This work highlights the negative impact that COVID-19 and
the lockdowns are having on the mental health of younger children. This
is likely to have knock-on effects on their future mental health, so it is
vital for the future of the country that we respond to this evidence with
additional support for children and families. We need to invest more in
high quality childcare, schools and social care, as well as increasing
funding for our overstretched child and adolescent mental health
services." 

Dr. Elise Paul, senior research fellow in epidemiology at University
College London and first author, said: "Our findings are in line with
studies of older children and adults conducted during the pandemic and
highlight the need for increased resources and attention to be paid to
mental health, not only as the pandemic wears on, but also in its
aftermath."

The team are now investigating factors that may be protective against or
increase the risk of emotional difficulties in children during the
pandemic and beyond, such as keeping to a routine, and the impact of
parental anxiety. 

  More information: Elise Paul et al. Trajectories of child emotional
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and behavioural difficulties before and during the COVID-19 pandemic
in a longitudinal UK cohort, medRxiv (2021). DOI:
10.1101/2021.05.11.21257040
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