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CONSEQUENCES OF ISOLATION AND CLOSURE ON CHILDREN 

 

                                                                   Luiza-Maria DRAGOMIR1  

 

ABSTRACT  

FOR CHILDREN, THE CONSEQUENCES OF SOCIAL ISOLATION MEASURES AND NOT ONLY 

GENERATED BY COVID-19 CAN HAVE LONG-TERM EFFECTS, UNTIL ADULTHOOD. BY EXPLORING 

CHILDREN'S REACTIONS MORE BROADLY, WE ARE BETTER PLACED TO UNDERSTAND THE 

MAGNITUDE OF THE IMPLICATIONS OF ONLINE SCHOOLING AND SOCIAL ISOLATION IN THE 

CONTEXT OF COVID-19. THE PRESENT STUDY LOOKED AT HOW VARIABLES RELATED TO COVID-19, 

NAMELY, ONLINE SCHOOL EXPERIENCE, STRESS AND INSTABILITY PERCEIVED BY THE CHILD IN THE 

FAMILY, USE OF SCREEN TIME, LACK OF FRIENDS, AND CONCERN ABOUT A POSSIBLE INFECTION 

ARE ASSOCIATED WITH REACTIONS. EMOTIONAL, SOMATIC / COGNITIVE AND CHILDREN'S 

CONCERNS, RESPECTIVELY. 

WE ANALYZED ASPECT OF THE FAMILIEFORSK LONGITUDINAL STUDY 

(HTTPS://HDL.HANDLE.NET/11250/2823869), THE RESULTS REVEALING SIGNIFICANT ASSOCIATIONS 

BETWEEN ALL PREDICTORS RELATED TO COVID-19, EXCEPT THE USE OF TIME SPENT IN FRONT OF 

A SCREEN, AND THE THREE RESULTS. FAMILY STRESS AND INSTABILITY HAD THE STRONGEST 

EFFECTS, IN ADDITION, SEVERAL ASSOCIATIONS WERE MODERATE IN AGE, AND OLDER CHILDREN 

WERE MORE NEGATIVELY AFFECTED (I.E., A HIGHER LEVEL OF REPORTED REACTIONS). 

THIS STUDY PROVIDES MORE CONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE OF THE EFFECTS OF HOME SCHOOLING AND 

SOCIAL ISOLATION UNDER COVID-19 ON CHILDREN. IT ALSO EXEMPLIFIES THE IMPORTANCE OF 

FOCUSING MORE ON CHILDREN'S REACTIONS, AS THERE HAS BEEN EVIDENCE THAT, ON AVERAGE, 

CHILDREN HAVE HAD FEWER EMOTIONAL REACTIONS COMPARED TO BEFORE THE PANDEMIC. 
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Introduction 

 

On 11 March 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) called on countries to take 

urgent and drastic measures against coronavirus disease (COVID-19) (WHO, 2020). 

Authorities around the world have introduced strict public health measures to mitigate the 

spread of the disease, and although these measures have been really effective (Pan et al, 2020), 

there are indications of harmful effects on mental health on children and adults. (Singh et al., 

2002) 

It is particularly important to examine the effects on children, not only is research 

limited (Lee 2020, p. 421), but children are also vulnerable to environmental changes and the 

effects can have long-term consequences in adulthood (Clark et al , 2020, pp. 605–658) 

We propose that for the effects on children more holistic studies should be done, by 

exploring a wider range of reactions, rather than focusing on the symptoms of trauma 

difficulties. To this end, the present study focuses on a broader spectrum of children's emotional 
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reactions, along with children's somatic and cognitive reactions and concerns about parents and 

family. Exploring the normal range of reactions, we are better placed to understand the extent 

of the pandemic's implications on children. 

 

Consequences of school closures and social isolation under COVID-19 

 

The biggest change in the daily lives of children under COVID-19 could have been the 

closure of schools and the introduction of digital schooling at home. School is a place of 

learning, but also a way to develop, socialize and connect with friends and colleagues, as well 

as for emotional and academic support from teachers, which are all important factors for the 

well-being and psychological adaptation of children. School routines allow children to have 

regular bedtime / waking hours and physical activity and restrict sedentary behaviors and / or 

uneducated time on screen. (Allen et al., 2018). On the other hand, school closure due to 

COVID-19 has been associated with loss of academic learning and a number of health risk 

behaviors (e.g., socio-emotional complications, reduced physical activity) . (López-Bueno, 

2021) 

A marked difference between school closure due to COVID-19 and more common 

school closure (eg during holidays, teacher strikes) is that students continued their digital school 

homework in the absence of physical contact. Children varied in their experience with the new 

school day in terms of, among other things, their ability to focus on schoolwork, meeting 

deadlines, and perceived level of support (or lack thereof) from teachers and parents. For some 

it would have been a blessing with increased independence, while for others it would have been 

a struggle with motivation and self-discipline. And especially, younger children seem to have 

done worse. (Brooks et al., 2020) 

Home schooling under COVID-19 has been accompanied by strict measures of social 

isolation, and children have therefore been imposed involuntary restrictions on their 

opportunities to physically meet friends and peers, although they may not have been respected 

( strictly) these recommendations (Brooks et al, 2020). Evidence suggests that social isolation 

during the pandemic was associated with loneliness, negative mental health consequences, and 

other health-related behaviors for children. (López-Bueno et al, 2020) 

For example, two Chinese studies report elevated levels of symptoms of depression and 

anxiety in children and adolescents in the early stages of the pandemic. Children who were 

worried about the virus infection were significantly more likely to show symptoms of 
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depression, but not anxiety, compared to those who were not or only slightly worried about 

being infected. (Zhou et al., 2020) 

Moreover, research in North America found that anxiety and stress related to COVID-

19, along with digital time spent with friends, were associated with more loneliness and 

depression in adolescents, while time spent on homework was associated with negative with 

depression and therefore acted as a buffer (Ellis, Dumas, Forbes, 2020, pp. 177–187). For 

example, a Norwegian study showed that loneliness and mental health problems in adolescents 

were associated with the use of social networks and lack of physical contact with friends, while 

a Spanish study showed that isolation at home was associated. with reduced physical activity 

and screen time and increased sleep time (López-Bueno R, 2020) 

These studies indicate some of the risk factors and (to a lesser extent) protection for 

children and adolescents during social isolation. However, the results may not be so much about 

the COVID-19 situation as it is about having difficulties before and continuing through the 

pandemic, and that the same factors are associated with these difficulties. To provide stronger 

empirical evidence, we need longitudinal rather than cross-sectional studies, where it is possible 

to control for any pre-existing psychological vulnerabilities. 

 

Consequences for the family 

 

The division of labor and daily routines in families have changed dramatically during 

the blockade due to COVID-19, something that can mitigate or amplify the effects of school 

closures on children. Such family disorders can broadly be described as affecting family 

routines, rituals, and rules, which collectively fall under the umbrella term of organizational 

processes according to Walsh’s family resilience framework (Walsh, 2015). 

Sudden changes in family routines included, for example, the reallocation of household 

chores, children and parents spending more time at home due to home schooling and the home 

office / parents being fired and moving between homes for children of divorced parents. 

Changes to rituals include religious or cultural holidays, and finally, rule changes may include 

renegotiating parents' rules for when / if children may leave home or new rules for school in the 

context of home schooling. Unsurprisingly, these disruptions have led to increased tensions in 

the household and there are reports of increasing interparental conflicts, while others report that 

childcare has been assessed as a positive experience by parents. (Lades et al., 2020) 

As the consequences of the pandemic felt by parents can cascade into children, we might 

expect to see this reflected in children's reactions and well-being. Studies have yet to explore 
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how the positive and negative reactions of children to the COVID-19 pandemic are related to 

the concomitant and previous functioning of the family. 

Negative consequences 

A disproportionate emphasis was placed on the negative consequences of the measures 

introduced to mitigate the spread of the pandemic. However, some argue that the consequences 

may not all be negative, and in fact some children and families have fared better. For example, 

isolation measures may have reduced daily stressors for some children and families, and a 

sudden increase in family time may have been another positive for some. 

We agree with Bruning and colleagues on the importance of taking a more holistic 

approach, focusing on the heterogeneity of experiences under COVID-19 and therefore in our 

attempt to understand the impact on children, shifting attention from the symptoms of 

psychopathology and the difficulties mental health. to the normal range of reactions. 

This can be done by asking more moderate questions such as "I felt sad" and "I had 

trouble sleeping at night", rather than "I felt unhappy or unfortunate" and "I didn't enjoy 

anything at all”, which have a much stronger affective formulation. (Bruining et al, 2020) 

Together with a longitudinal study design, we are better placed to provide a more 

reliable and nuanced picture of the effects of COVID-19 public health measures on children, 

including any direct effects by exploring children's reactions or well-being before and during 

the childbirth period. isolation. (Wade, Prime, Browne, 2020) 

 

Consequences for children of different ages 

It is noteworthy that, in general and under COVID-19, the impact of social isolation 

(and loneliness) on children's mental health has been disproportionately explored in adolescents 

and older children. From a child development perspective, the association between isolation 

and mental health should be stronger in adolescents and older children, given the increased 

experience of emotional reactions, underdeveloped self-regulation mechanisms and increased 

motivation for peer affiliation and support. 

From the point of view of development, it is a period characterized by increasing 

independence from parents, increasing autonomy and friendships between peers who become 

closer and more supportive. Thus, there is a gradual shift in focus from family to colleagues 

and friends. (De Goede, Branje, Meeus, 2009) 

Social isolation measures under COVID-19 could have been particularly difficult for 

older children, as they prevented close physical contact with friends and support from friends. 
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The renegotiation of family rules by parents, as we mentioned earlier, may also have challenged 

the developmental trajectory of older children towards independence and autonomy. 

Therefore, in order to better understand the implications of home education and social 

isolation on children's reactions, it is essential to include a wider age range of children and to 

explore the moderating effect of children's age (as a proxy for their developmental stage) on 

any observed relationships. 

 

The current stage 

Little is known about how children reacted to the new daily life under COVID-19, with 

home schooling and social isolation. Available evidence from cross-sectional studies suggests 

that high levels of depression and anxiety during blockage are related to variables such as 

concern about virus infection and the use of social networks. Statements that other variables, 

such as home school experiences and family functioning, are related to how children react, need 

a better empirical basis. Longitudinal studies that focus on the reactions of younger and older 

children and that take into account any pre-existing psychological vulnerabilities better capture 

the dynamics of how children reacted during the COVID-19 pandemic. For this purpose, we 

use data from a longitudinal study to explore the following questions: 

1. How do children compare their reactions during COVID-19 with home schooling and 

social isolation with pre-isolation? 

2. How are the reactions of children under COVID-19 associated with home school 

experience, perceived stress and family instability, use of screen time, lack of friends and 

concern about the virus infection? 

3. Do the ages of the children moderate any of these associations? 

 

Analysis of research questions in the light of studies 

In this study, we use data from a longitudinal study to shed light on children's reactions 

to the new daily life under COVID-19, with home schooling and social isolation. We focused 

on children's reactions more broadly, as this allowed us to investigate the normal range of 

reactions and provides a more nuanced view of the implications of the children's pandemic. 

Specifically, we explored children's emotional, somatic / cognitive, and worrying reactions and 

how each of these reaction dimensions relates to variables that are expected to be relevant to 

change in accordance with COVID-19 restrictions. 

We asked the children how they compared their reactions during COVID-19 with home 

schooling and social isolation with before school closed, and we found that the children reported 
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fewer emotional reactions, but more somatic / cognitive reactions. That is, children, on average, 

did better emotionally, because they felt less sad, scared, upset and insecure, but did worse in 

terms of sleep and concentration. The fact that children should experience fewer emotional 

reactions is consistent with certain findings from adults that show only mild levels and do not 

increase the symptoms of anxiety and depression. 

While the results of the studies contrast with studies showing elevated levels of anxiety 

and depression in children and adolescents, they do provide empirical support for the idea that 

child well-being could be improved under COVID-19. (Bruining et al., 2020) 

 One possible explanation for this is that children received more attention and support 

than usual from their parents because their families spent more time together. Alternatively, 

school closure, although with the introduction of digital schooling at home, could have provided 

children with a break or respite from school-related worries and pressures (eg, keeping up with 

others, complex social relationships). Regarding the reason why children reported significantly 

more somatic / cognitive reactions compared to before, this may be related to changes in the 

daily routine for children, such as changing bed hours / waking hours or less physical activity. 

(López –Bueno et al., 2021) 

The children's reactions of concern about their parents and family have remained 

unchanged compared to before, which we consider to be positive. Although, we cannot rule out 

that the children had a high level of concern for family and parents previously and maintained 

this during the pandemic, as we did not ask the children to assess their level of concern per se. 

Almost all COVID-19-related predictors were associated with children's reactions 

during the pandemic. The strongest predictor of children's reactions was the stress and 

instability of the family perceived by children, which were significantly and positively 

associated with all three dimensions of the child's reaction. Given the interdependence of family 

subsystems and the proven relationship between child adaptation and the general family 

climate, the effects of parental stress and family instability on children under COVID-19 are 

not surprising. 

According to Prime and colleagues (2020), the effects could extend to children, leading 

to the reporting of more negative reactions (ie, higher reaction scores) for all three dimensions. 

We emphasize that, in the present study, we controlled the psychological well-being of children 

pre-pandemic and, thus, we managed to “eliminate” the effect that stress and difficulties in the 

family usually have on the well-being of children. Interestingly, we note that, on average, 

children assessed the level of stress and instability in the family as similar to that before the 

pandemic, using our retrospective measure. 
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Why might this be the case if families have suffered substantial disruption, especially in 

terms of family routines and rules? The seriousness and extraordinary nature of the COVID-19 

situation could have somehow allowed families to mobilize resources to protect the family and 

its subsystems from pandemic stressors or, while they are purely speculative, families would 

be they could feel some "comfort" in knowing that they were not alone in their experiences. 

Screen time was the only predictor that was not significantly associated with any of the 

reaction dimensions. At least one study found that the use of social networks, but not online 

games, is predictive of loneliness and symptoms of anxiety and depression in young people 

during the pandemic blockade. 

We do not know what kind of activities the children in our study did on the screens. 

This, together with the differences in the study in terms of screen time measurement and 

samples and the fact that we eliminated the effect of pre-pandemic psychological vulnerability 

could collectively explain the divergent results. During the pandemic, meeting with friends 

digitally was for many children the only opportunity to meet, and therefore the association 

between time spent on screen and reactions could have been weaker during the pandemic 

compared to the "normal situation". , in which children and adolescents can still meet 

physically. 

I hypothesized that perhaps the biggest change for children was the closure of schools 

and the introduction of digital schooling at home. The results of the studies indicate that positive 

home school experiences acted as a buffer on children's reactions to the new daily life; children 

who did better with home schooling reported fewer emotional and somatic / cognitive reactions. 

Home schooling has probably given children more autonomy during their day and would have 

required a high level of self-discipline and motivation to establish good routines and succeed at 

home schooling. 

One might wonder if the children who succeeded in this were generally well adapted 

and this was reflected in their reported reactions. However, the results of the studies contradict 

this argument because we checked for the previous psychological well-being (or vulnerability 

of the children) and therefore the observed effect is above and beyond any effect of the general 

adjustment of the children. If a more positive home school experience has the potential to 

protect children from more negative reactions, then school administrations and teachers need 

to ensure that home schooling during a crisis situation such as COVID-19 is optimally 

organized and provided. to meet the needs of students, including teacher support. 

Of course, many children lacked friends, and the results of the studies indicate that 

children who missed friends also reported significantly higher levels of emotional reactions 
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than children who missed friends. Friendships play an important role in children's lives, not 

least in terms of a means of support, and our result could indicate that children's need for 

emotional support from friends has not been met due to social isolation and absence of regular 

contact at school and therefore experience intense emotional reactions. 

Finally, the results of the studies indicate that children who were worried about the virus 

infection reported more emotional and worrying reactions, respectively, compared to children 

who were not worried about the virus infection. This could not be attributed to the general 

emotional vulnerability of children, as we controlled this in the analyzes. Thus, children's 

concerns about coronavirus appear to have direct implications for their emotional response and 

concerns for their family and parents. The association with children's emotional reactions is 

particularly important because it demonstrates, for the first time, that concern about virus 

infection is associated with a wider range of emotional reactions and not just symptoms of 

mental health difficulties. 

Taking a perspective on the child's development, we explored whether children's age 

moderated any of the relationships between COVID-19 predictors and children's reactions. 

Indeed, we found that age moderated the relationship between family stress and instability and 

all three dimensions of reaction. 

Age also moderated the relationship between time spent on screen and somatic / 

cognitive reactions, as well as the relationship between missing friends and concern about virus 

infection and somatic / cognitive and worrying reactions, respectively. All significant 

coefficients were positive, suggesting that the relationships were stronger for older children 

compared to younger children. The fact that family stress and instability are more strongly 

associated with emotional reactions in older children fits the perspective of adolescent 

development as a period of sensitivity and intensified emotional reactions. 

Another possibility is for older children to be less exposed and less dependent on family 

dynamics, as they have more opportunities to seek support elsewhere if they encounter 

difficulties at home. This is in line with the idea of a gradual shift in focus from family to 

friends. When in this study we effectively control the psychological vulnerabilities of children, 

the effects may be exacerbated, because for older children the support of friends is even more 

important and, at the same time, daily changes have restricted physical contact with friends. 

 

Conclusions 

 



                   Horizons for sustainability „Constantin Brâncuşi” University of Târgu-Jiu, Issue 2/2022  
  

60 
 

A strong point of the present study is the use of longitudinal data that allowed us to 

control the psychological vulnerability of children (ie, the symptoms of depression and anxiety 

assessed before the pandemic). Unlike previous cross-sectional studies, we were able to rule 

out the confusing effects of children's overall adjustment. Another strength is the broader focus 

on children's reactions, with the possibility of examining the normal range of reactions, 

including positive and negative reactions. However, the study also has some limitations that are 

worth mentioning. First, to assess the children's reactions, we asked the children to evaluate 

their reactions compared to before the pandemic. We recognize that the reliability of 

retrospective questionnaires may be subject to a bias of memory or recollection, especially 

when evaluating events in personal life. However, we assessed children's reactions, which may 

be less biased, and the ability to assess a change in children's reactions exceeds the likelihood 

of any measurement error. Second, our measure of screen time usage included both the use of 

social media and online games. 

You may have missed an opportunity to see a relationship with children's reactions, as 

we did not evaluate these two types of screen time separately. Therefore, we encourage future 

studies to use more nuanced measures that, for example, analyze the use of social networks and 

online games separately. It would also be interesting to explore how much communication 

children have with other players or friends during online play sessions. We speculate that 

children may use games as a way to connect and communicate with friends, and therefore games 

may have mechanisms to protect children's reactions. 

Third, I avoided the fact that the children might have met their friends physically, 

despite the public health recommendations, which I did not ask the children about. Finally, we 

urge caution in generalizing the results to the general population, as our sample can be 

characterized as an unrepresentative sample of convenience and, in addition, data for this study 

were extracted from study XXX, in which families were recruited when the parents participated 

in the family. social assistance centers for mediation, counseling or family therapy (ie 

vulnerable families). 
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