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Lockdow n ‘harmed emotional development of almost half of children’

Yo u n g sters b e c a m e m o re pro n e to  low  m o o ds a n d lo ss o f  c o n fi den c e follow in g  re stric tio n s,  stu dy sh ow s

By Lou isa C laren ce-Sm ith , EDU CATI ON EDI TOR and Blath n aid C orless

1 August 2023 • 12:01am

Lo c k dow n  da m a g e d th e em o tio n a l dev elo pm en t o f  a lm o st h a lf  o f  c h ildren ,  a  m a jo r stu dy h a s sh ow n .

Pa ren ts sa id th eir c h ildren  a pp ea re d m o re w o rrie d,  h a d lo st c o n fi den c e m o re ea sily  a n d w ere m o re pro n e to  ta n tru m s a n d low  m o o ds a fter th e U K’s Cov id

lo c k dow n s .

Th e fi n din g s em erg e d in  th e fi rst stu dy o f  its k in d in to  th e im pa c t o f  lo c k dow n s o n  c h ildren ’s b eh a v io u r  a n d em o tio n a l dev elo pm en t,  w ith  th e I n stitu te fo r

Fisc a l Stu die s (I FS) a n d th e U CL I n stitu te o f  Edu c a tio n  su rv eyin g  m o re th a n  6,000 pa ren ts in  En g la n d.

Ju st u n der h a lf  o f  pa ren ts sa id th ey b eliev e d th eir c h ild’s so c ia l a n d em o tio n a l sk ills  h a d w o rsen e d du rin g  th e fi rst yea r o f  th e pa n dem ic ,  rev ea lin g  th a t th e

im pa c t o f  lo c k dow n s h a s ex ten de d b eyo n d lo st a c a dem ic  pro g re ss.

Changes in children’s socio-emotional development after lockdowns
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I t c o m e s a s sepa ra te re sea rc h ,  pu blish e d o n  Tu e sda y,  sh ow e d th a t ea tin g  diso rders a m o n g  c h ildren  h a v e do u ble d in  th e la st six  yea rs,  w h ic h  Da m e Ra c h el

de So u za ,  th e Ch ildren ’s Co m m issio n er fo r En g la n d,  told Th e Teleg ra ph  m a y h a v e b e en  fu elle d by c h ildren  sp en din g  m o re tim e o n lin e  du rin g  lo c k dow n s.

A ro u n d 11,800 p e o ple u n der th e a g e o f  18 b eg a n  trea tm en t o n  th e N H S fo r ea tin g  diso rders  in  2022-23,  u p fro m  5,240 in  2016-17.

Da m e Ra c h el,  w h o  a n a lyse d th e fi g u re s,  w a rn e d th a t c h ildren  n e e de d to  b e “ ro bu stly  pro te c te d”  fro m  h a rm fu l o n lin e c o n ten t,  to  w h ic h  th ey m a y h a v e

b e c o m e m o re ex p o se d in  isola tio n  du rin g  lo c k dow n s .

Co m m en tin g  o n  th e re sea rc h  fro m  U CL a n d th e I FS,  sh e sa id: “ Th is stu dy sh ow s th a t th e disru ptio n  th e pa n dem ic  c a u se d to  c h ildren ’s dev elo pm en t h a s

b e en  lo n g -la stin g . I t is v ita l th a t th e rig h t so c ia l a n d em o tio n a l su pp o rt is m a de a v a ila ble to  a llow  c h ildren  th e c h a n c e to  re c ov er a n d g o  o n  to  a c h iev e a ll

th a t th ey w a n t to.”

Da m e Ra c h el sa id sh e w a s ex trem ely c o n c ern e d a b o u t th e rise in  th e n u m b er o f  c h ildren  n e e din g  trea tm en t fo r ea tin g  diso rders,  a ddin g : “A s w e c o m e o u t

o f th e sh a dow  o f th e pa n dem ic ,  th e ex ten t o f  th e c risis in  c h ildren ’s m en ta l h ea lth  is b e c o m in g  m o re a n d m o re ev iden t.

“ I  w o rry th a t th e isola tio n  m a n y c h ildren  fa c e d du rin g  th e lo c k dow n s n o t o n ly  le d to  c h ildren  b ein g  c u t o ff  fro m  su pp o rt n e tw o rk s a n d v ita l h ea lth

serv ic e s,  bu t a lso  to  sp en din g  m o re tim e o n lin e.”

Th e Teleg ra ph  h a s rep o rte d ex ten siv ely  o n  th e im pa c t o f  lo c k dow n s a n d sc h o ol c lo su re s  o n  c h ildren .
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Th e I FS a n d U CL stu dy fo u n d th a t jo b in se c u rity  a m o n g  pa ren ts du rin g  lo c k dow n s,  in c lu din g  th o se pla c e d o n  fu rlo u g h ,  h a d a  n eg a tiv e im pa c t o n

c h ildren ’s so c ia l a n d em o tio n a l dev elo pm en t.

Share of children whose socio-emotional skills got worse after lockdowns
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I t is th e la te st ev iden c e o f  th e sev ere im pa c t o f  th e Cov id lo c k dow n s,  in c lu din g  th eir e c o n o m ic  c o n se q u en c e s,  o n  a  g en era tio n  o f  c h ildren .

G ov ern m en t da ta  sh ow  th a t p ersisten t a bsen c e fro m  sc h o ol h a s do u ble d sin c e th e pa n dem ic ,  w ith  1.7 m illio n  pu pils n ow  m issin g  a t lea st 10 p er c en t o f

sc h o ol tim e.

Th e n u m b er o f  pu pils w h o  m iss 50 p er c en t o f  le sso n s h a s do u ble d,  w ith  125,000 n ow  sk ippin g  m o st o f  th eir sc h o olin g ,  w h ic h  m in isters h a v e b e en  w a rn e d

c o u ld c a u se a  su rg e in  yo u th  c rim e .

Edu c a tio n  lea ders a re a lso  w o rrie d a b o u t th e im pa c t o f  lo c k dow n s o n  th is yea r ’s ex a m  c oh o rts,  w a rn in g  th a t te en a g ers in  En g la n d w h o  m isse d sittin g  th eir

G C SEs h a v e b e en  se t u p fo r a  h a rsh  rea lity  c h e c k  w h en  th ey re c eiv e th eir A-lev el re su lts in  A u g u st a n d b e c o m e th e fi rst Cov id c oh o rt to  ex p erien c e a

re tu rn  to  pre -pa n dem ic  g ra din g  sta n da rds.

A n n e Lo n g fi eld,  w h o  serv e d a s c h ildren ’s c o m m issio n er  du rin g  th e Cov id c risis,  sa id: “ Th e im pa c t o f  th e pa n dem ic  o n  th e w ell-b ein g  a n d dev elo pm en t o f

m a n y o f  o u r c h ildren  is ex trem ely a la rm in g .

“ I  a m  n o t c o n v in c e d th o u g h  th a t th e G ov ern m en t fu lly  g ra sps th e sc a le o f  th e pro blem  o r th e lo n g -term  c o n se q u en c e s fo r o u r so c ie ty  a n d e c o n o my.”

Th e I FS a n d U CL su rv eye d 6,095 pa ren ts liv in g  in  En g la n d w h o se c h ildren  w ere a g e d b e tw e en  fo u r a n d 16 in  Febru a ry 2021,  a t th e ta il en d o f  En g la n d’s

th ird n a tio n a l lo c k dow n  a n d se c o n d p erio d o f  n a tio n a l sc h o ol c lo su re s.

Th e re sea rc h ers a sk e d pa ren ts 13 q u e stio n s a b o u t th eir c h ildren ’s b eh a v io u rs,  in c lu din g  h ow  o ften  th eir c h ild a pp ea re d w o rrie d,  lo st c o n fi den c e ea sily  o r

h a d ta n tru m s,  b o th  in  Febru a ry 2021 a n d,  re tro sp e c tiv ely,  a  yea r ea rlier.

Th ey fo u n d th a t 47 p er c en t o f  pa ren ts b eliev e d th eir c h ild’s so c ia l a n d em o tio n a l sk ills h a d w o rsen e d du rin g  th e fi rst yea r o f  th e pa n dem ic . I n  c o n tra st,  ju st

o n e in  six  c h ildren  sa w  th eir so c ia l a n d em o tio n a l dev elo pm en t im prov e ov er th is p erio d.

Fifty-tw o  p er c en t o f  c h ildren  a g e d fo u r to  sev en  w ere rep o rte d to  h a v e se en  th eir so c ia l a n d em o tio n a l dev elo pm en t de terio ra te,  c o m pa re d w ith  42 p er

c en t o f  12 to  15-yea r-olds.
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Prev io u s stu die s h a v e fo c u se d o n  c h ildren ’s lo ss o f  lea rn in g  du rin g  th e pa n dem ic ,  w ith  th o se fro m  disa dv a n ta g e d ba c k g ro u n ds fa llin g  fu rth er b eh in d  th eir

m iddle -c la ss p e ers.

H ow ev er,  th e I FS stu dy fo u n d n o  ev iden c e th a t c h ildren  fro m  p o o rer fa m ilie s su ff ere d a n y w o rse im pa c t o n  th eir so c ia l a n d em o tio n a l sk ills th a n  th eir

w ea lth ier p e ers.

A n drew  M c Ken dric k ,  a  re sea rc h  e c o n o m ist a t th e I FS a n d a n  a u th o r o f  th e rep o rt,  sa id: “ Disru ptio n  in  itself  w a s ba d fo r c h ildren ,  w h e th er th eir pa ren ts

w ere g o in g  in  o r o u t o f  fu rlo u g h ,  o r in  a n d o u t o f  em plo ym en t.

“ Th e sta rtlin g  th in g  is th a t h o u seh olds w h ere pa ren ts c o n tin u e d to  b e u n em plo ye d th ro u g h o u t th e en tire yea r do n ’t se em  w o rse o ff  in  term s o f  th eir

c h ildren ’s so c ia l a n d em o tio n a l dev elo pm en t,  c o m pa re d to  c h ildren  w ith  pa ren ts w h o  w ere em plo ye d fo r th e en tire tim e.

“ Th ere’s b e en  so m e disc o u rse su g g e stin g  th a t c h ildren  w ill b o u n c e ba c k  a n d th is h a s n o t b e en  lo n g -la stin g . W ider ev iden c e o u tside o u r stu dy h a s sh ow n

th a t th is k in d o f  disru ptio n  to  c h ildren  c a n  h a v e lo n g -la stin g  c o n se q u en c e s. W e a re se ein g  th e se im pa c ts a t pre sen t in  c h ildren  a n d m en ta l h ea lth  referra ls

a re h ig h er th a n  b efo re th e pa n dem ic .”

Jo sh  H illm a n ,  th e dire c to r o f  e du c a tio n  a t th e N u ffi eld Fo u n da tio n ,  w h ic h  fu n de d th e stu dy,  sa id: “ Th is im p o rta n t re sea rc h  h ig h lig h ts ye t a n o th er a dv erse

a n d c o m p o u n din g  eff e c t th e pa n dem ic  h a d o n  c h ildren  a n d yo u n g  p e o ple,  pa rtic u la rly  th o se w h o se pa ren ts sto pp e d w o rk in g  o r w ere fu rlo u g h e d.

“ Ch ildren ’s so c ia l a n d em o tio n a l dev elo pm en t is im p o rta n t,  n o t o n ly  in  its ow n  rig h t bu t a lso  in  su pp o rtin g  th eir c a pa c ity  to  lea rn  a n d a c h iev e in  sc h o ol,

w h ic h  in  tu rn  c a n  b olster th eir lo n g er-term  o u tc o m e s.”

A  g ov ern m en t sp ok e sp erso n  sa id: “ W e k n ow  c h ildren  w ere a m o n g st th o se m o st a ff e c te d by th e pa n dem ic  a n d w e a re c o m m itte d to  h elpin g  th em  c a tc h  u p

a c a dem ic a lly  a s w ell a s so c ia lly  a n d in  term s o f  em o tio n a l w ellb ein g .

“A ll pu pils a re ta u g h t a b o u t m en ta l w ellb ein g  a s pa rt o f  rela tio n sh ips,  sex a n d h ea lth  e du c a tio n ,  a n d w e’re in v e stin g  a n  a dditio n a l £2.3 billio n  a  yea r in  N H S

m en ta l h ea lth  serv ic e s by M a rc h  2024.

“ W e’re a lso  b o o stin g  c a pa c ity  a t c h ildren  a n d yo u n g  p e o ple’s c o m m u n ity  ea tin g  diso rder serv ic e s,  h elpin g  th em  to  trea t n ea rly  50 p er c en t m o re yo u n g

p e o ple in  2022/23 th a n  2019/20.”
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