Short Title: COVID-19 Impacts on Adolescent Social Functioning

Impacts of COVID-19 Quarantine and Isolation on Adolescent Social Functioning

Rosanna Breaux:, Annah R. Cash, Jasmine Lewis:, Katelyn Garcia, Melissa R. Dvorsky>, &
Stephen P. Becker:s

‘Department of Psychology, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, Blacksburg, VA
: Division of Psychology and Behavioral Health, Children’s National Hospital, Washington, DC
:Department of Psychiatry & Behavioral Sciences, and Department of Pediatrics, the George
Washington University School of Medicine and Health Sciences, Washington, DC
+Division of Behavioral Medicine and Clinical Psychology, Cincinnati Children’s Hospital
Medical Center, Cincinnati, OH
:Department of Pediatrics, University of Cincinnati College of Medicine, Cincinnati, OH

Corresponding Author: Rosanna Breaux, PhD, rbreaux@vt.edu, 460 Turner St. NW, Suite 207
Blacksburg, VA 24060. 540-231-8511.

Emails fo Co-Authors: annahcash@vt.edu, ljasmine@vt.edu, katelyngarcia@vt.edu,
mdvorsky(@childrensnational.org, stephen.becker@cchmc.org

This is the final accepted version of the manuscript: Breaux, R., Cash, A. R., Lewis, J.,
Garcia, K., Dvorsky, M. R., & Becker, S. P. (2023). Impacts of COVID-19 Quarantine and
Isolation on Adolescent Social Functioning. Current Opinion in Psychology, 101613.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2023.101613



mailto:rbreaux@vt.edu
mailto:annahcash@vt.edu
mailto:ljasmine@vt.edu
mailto:katelyngarcia@vt.edu
mailto:mdvorsky@childrensnational.org
mailto:stephen.becker@cchmc.org
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2023.101613

COVID-19 Impacts on Adolescent Social Functioning 2

Abstract

This review discusses research conducted globally between March 2020 and March 2023
examining the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on adolescent social functioning, including
their lifestyle, extracurricular activities, family environment, peer environment, and social skills.
Research highlights the widespread impact, with largely negative effects. However, a handful of
studies support improved quality of relationships for some young people. Study findings
underscore the importance of technology for fostering social communication and connectedness
during periods of isolation and quarantine. Most studies specifically examining social skills were
cross-sectional and conducted in clinical populations, such as autistic or socially anxious youth.
As such, it is critical that ongoing research examines the long-term social impacts of the
COVID-19 pandemic, and ways to promote meaningful social connectedness via virtual

interactions.
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic, and its associated quarantine and isolation measures, resulted
in significant disruptions to in-person social interactions, which has placed adolescents at risk for
negative social development outcomes [1]. In fact, it has been suggested that adolescents are more
affected than adults by the social impact of the pandemic [2], and one of the most frequently
endorsed challenges by parents during the pandemic includes the lack of social interaction for
their adolescents [3]. This social impact extends to adolescent well-being. Specifically, research
suggests that social isolation and loneliness were associated with increased anxiety, depression,
and suicidal ideation among youth [4], and that less in-person and digital socialization, more
social isolation, and less social support were associated with greater psychopathology during the
pandemic, controlling for pre-pandemic symptoms [5]. The current article reviews
COVID-19-related research published globally between March 2020 and March 2023 and
discusses the impact of the pandemic on the lifestyle, extracurricular activities, family social
environment, peer social environment, and social skills of adolescents'. Results are summarized
below and in Figure 1. We end our review by providing suggestions for how to support
adolescents emerging out of the current pandemic and during future periods of quarantine and
isolation.
2. Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Lifestyle and Extracurricular Activities

The overall lifestyle of adolescents has been drastically affected by the COVID-19
pandemic. Specifically, research suggests they had decreased access to quality food, increased fast
food consumption, reduced physical activity, increased sedentary behavior, reduced driving
days/miles driven, and increased screen time for leisure [6-11], with some evidence that

adolescents were more impacted than children [8] and adults [9]. Such lifestyle changes have

! To be included in the study, the sample had to include at least some youth aged 10-19 years.
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been linked to adolescent mental health outcomes. For example, excessive media exposure during
the COVID-19 pandemic has been linked to anxiety symptoms [12], and low levels of physical
activity were associated with higher levels of mood disturbance [10]. However, not all studies
found an association between social technology use and adolescent well-being [13-14]. This may
be because adolescents more frequently checked social media, used technology before bed, and
engaged in problematic internet use, but also were more likely to engage positively with social
and use online communication for social support [13], with positive online experiences mitigating
feelings of loneliness and stress [14].

Participation in extracurricular activities and part-time work was also significantly
reduced during the COVID-19 pandemic, especially the first year of the pandemic [15-16].
Notably, artistic activities such as music were the least impacted extracurricular activities,
followed by participation in scout, religious/spiritual, academic (e.g., science), and athletic
activities. Collective sports (e.g., soccer, basketball, baseball) were the most impacted, with an
almost 90% reduction [15].

Limited research during the COVID-19 pandemic explored the use of virtual interactions
to support social connectedness and engagement in extracurricular activities during the
COVID-19 pandemic. An example of one such program, a telehealth school-based prevention
program for newcomer Latine immigrant youth found that despite moving to a telehealth model,
youth reported feeling socially connected to each other through the program [17]. Despite limited
research on the topic, there were countless examples of adolescents coming together to conduct

virtual choir concerts (see North Allegheny Virtual Choir Baba Yetu, for an example) or band

performances (see Woodbury HS Virtual Band - "The Mandalorian", for an example) when

classes were moved virtually in March 2020 in the United States. It is likely that such efforts


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-tudFfRw80o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gwxw3W1mvhg
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helped foster social connectedness and improve student well-being during times of isolation and
quarantine.
3. Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Family Social Environment

The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in adolescents spending significantly more time with
family members, with such time providing both benefits and concerns. Specifically, increased
family time and increased parental understanding of youth learning needs were cited as two of the
main benefits of the COVID-19 pandemic by parents [3]. There is also some evidence of
improved quality of family relationships and play between siblings, particularly for older
adolescents [18-20]. However, research also highlights challenges in this area. Some adolescents
became caregivers when parents were unavailable, with such experiences disproportionately
affecting low income families and Black and Latine communities [20]. Despite some studies
finding improved family relationships, other research suggests that the pandemic has resulted in
more negative relationship quality with parents, increased family chaos and conflict, as well as
risk for child abuse and exposure to intrafamilial violence and intimate partner violence [2, 18,
21-22]. Of note, adolescent relationship quality with parents was directly related to their mental
health during the COVID-19 pandemic [18]. Additionally, the pandemic has resulted in decreased
parent—child intimacy, sibling intimacy, and sibling disclosure for some young people [22].

Importantly, research has sought to explore factors that may predict risk versus resilience
among families during the pandemic. For example, even though family income was not related to
change in family organization (e.g., home is calm), families of lower socioeconomic statuses had
high family organization at both timepoints [22]. Additionally, social isolation during the first two
weeks of the pandemic was associated with an increase in parents spanking or hitting their

children [23]. In contrast, practicing collective hobbies with family members and assisting each
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other with household chores strengthened family relationships during the COVID-19 pandemic
[24]. Interestingly, parenting practices during the pandemic related to both family and non-family
social interactions [25], highlighting the important role of parents and the family for adolescent
social functioning.
4. Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Peer Relationships

As would be expected, peer relationships were also impacted for many adolescents. In one
study, 682 families in the United States from five Midwestern states with two adolescent-aged
children (89% girls; Mage = 16 years) reported engaging in fewer in-person/face-to-face
interactions with peers and more online interactions [26]. Despite this, they actually reported
higher quality of social interactions overall, and more specifically, a higher quality of face-to-face
interactions with peers during the pandemic compared to pre-pandemic. Authors speculated that
this finding may have resulted from adolescents being more selective in the peers that they
interacted with (e.g., closer friends, romantic partners), underscoring the importance of
high-quality social interactions rather than just the number of socialization opportunities.
Interestingly, research suggests that adolescents who experienced negative peer relations
pre-pandemic actually were more resilient during the pandemic [35].

However, research is mixed regarding observed peer social dynamics and social impacts
during the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, Gadassi Polack and colleagues [19] found that in a
sample of 139 youth ages 8-15 years in the US, younger adolescents experienced significant
decreases in negative and positive interactions with friends, whereas older adolescents only
experienced significant decreases in negative ones. With regard to bullying, some research found
reductions in bullying/victimization among 49 children and adolescents with neurodevelopmental

disorders in rural Appalachia (US) ages 6-17 years and 272 adolescents in the Midwestern US
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aged 10-15 years from a community sample [27-28], whereas other research found that a third of
adolescents aged 11-17 years in the US (N =452; 55% female) indicated that cyberbullying
became more problematic during the pandemic [29].

Similarly, findings regarding the role of virtual social interactions were mixed. For
example, Canadian adolescents (N = 1,054) who reported spending more time virtually with peers
reported higher levels of depression [30], and Lebanese adolescents (N = 178) who reported
spending more time on social media during the pandemic had more social anxiety symptoms [31].
However, studies examining the specificity of these virtual social interactions have actually
uncovered that messaging and video chatting with peers facilitated social connectedness and
closeness during social isolation due to COVID-19, whereas social media did not [31-32].
Therefore, it’s important for researchers and families to distinguish between types of virtual social
interactions. More passive social technologies, like social media, are not necessarily dependent
upon strong friendships and therefore, are less likely to be indices of friendships/peer networks.

Certain subsets of youth may have had unique social experiences during the COVID-19
pandemic. For example, certain clinical populations, such as youth with social anxiety, were
particularly likely to experience loneliness/social isolation, with avoidance behaviors in social
anxiety being reinforced by social distancing [33]. Additionally, adolescents with marginalized
identities (e.g., gender nonbinary, LGBTQ-identifying, and Latine or Asian adolescents) reported
higher perceived friend support from social media during the pandemic [34]. Greater impacts
were also evident for youth from lower socioeconomic status families: they were more impacted
in terms of increased social anxiety [31] and likelihood to be working and thus exposed to the
coronavirus [34].

5. Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Social Skills
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Early in the pandemic, it was speculated that there would be significant social impact for
youth [2, 36]. Although there is not widespread evidence of such negative impact, research
highlights a multitude of factors that contribute to the impact of the pandemic on youth social
skills. First, masking may have impacted children’s, particularly preschoolers, ability to read
emotions and develop social skills (e.g., trust attributions) from facial expressions [37]; however,
it appears that this impact was not present for adolescents [38]. At the same time, youth with
diagnosed disorders characterized by social-communication deficits, such as neurodevelopmental
disorders, may be particularly impacted due to lack of opportunity to practice. For example, in a
qualitative study, parents reported concerns regarding lack of opportunities to practice social
skills, with regression in previously mastered social skills being reported for autistic children and
adolescents aged 3-18 years [39]. In this vein, self-regulation and cooperation skills of autistic
children also decreased during the pandemic [40]. However, a small subset of parents of autistic
youth indicated that reduced social interactions resulted in less stress for their child [39].

Finally, parents’ functioning during the pandemic likely had direct and indirect impacts on
children’s social functioning during this time. For example, parenting practices and parent
technology use have been linked to youth social-emotional functioning during pandemic such that
unsupportive parenting practices were linked to worse youth adjustment and more emotion
dysregulation [41] and parent use of technology was linked to worse youth social competence
[42]. Collectively these findings suggest that social skills were impacted for at least a portion of
children and adolescents, and various factors at the child and family level may explain differences
during periods of quarantine and social distancing.

6. Conclusions and Recommendations for Future Times of Quarantine and Isolation

Social connection and belongingness with close others are of crucial importance for
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adaptive development [43]. Social interactions are most valuable when they are facilitating
personally meaningful interactions with highly valued social supports. For example, a qualitative
study with sexual minority adolescents identified that youth engaged primarily in five self-care
practices: relationships, routines, body and mind, rest and reset, and tuning out, with relationships
(i.e., spending time with others) being identified as the most important form of self-care [46]. Of
note, social interactions for today’s youth often include virtual interactions [44]. Research during
the pandemic suggests that texting and video chatting with peers can facilitate social
connectedness and closeness [31]. Such online communication has likely served as a valuable
placeholder when face-to-face interactions were restricted, with this possibly being one of the
reasons why so many adolescents have remained resilient throughout the pandemic. For example,
Dvorsky and colleagues [45] found that coping with the COVID-19 pandemic by using
technology (e.g., talking with online community over video games) and/or social engagement
(e.g., talking with friends, playing board games with family) buffered against the negative impacts
on adolescent well-being. It is unclear whether it is the engagement in interactive social
technologies that drives stronger friendship quality and social connections [26] or if it is that
youth with a solid social network and social support more generally feel more socially connected
and therefore engage in more frequent social technology use. Regardless, current findings from
the COVID-19 pandemic suggest that it will be important to emphasize continued efforts to build
meaningful social connections proactively and maintain these during future periods of
isolation/quarantine, likely by leveraging technology. Schools could consider smaller virtual
groups rather than large virtual classrooms, including periods for brief social-emotional learning
programming or academic projects that can facilitate social connectedness, shared experiences,

and belongingness, as well as providing an opportunity to socialize with new peers.
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Additionally, we would argue that beyond peer connectedness, it is critical to focus on
facilitating positive family social connections during times of isolation/quarantine, since that is
who adolescents are interacting with most. Parents play a key role in facilitating social support,
building social functioning, and improving well-being in youth [18, 25]. Findings from this
review underscore that the role of parents and siblings shifted during the COVID-19 pandemic,
and parents in particular had to fulfill multiple roles. It is critical for the field to continue to
explore how the quality and changes in parent-child relationships may impact youth’s broader

social functioning and well-being in the long-term.
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Figure 1
Summary of Benefits and Concerns Noted in Existing Research
Lifestyle and Extracurricular Activities
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behavior
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e Messaging and video Adolctscents who .
chatting with peers can experienced negative peer
facilitate social relations pre-pandemic
connectedness and actually were more
closeness resilient during the
pandemic
Social Skills
Positive Neutral/Mixed Negative
® Sub-sample of youth have |~ p o ¢ and parent e Parent-reported concerns
parent-reported reductions regarding lack of

in stress resulting from
fewer interactions

technology use linked to
social-emotional outcomes

opportunities to practice
social skills

e Parent reported regression
in previously mastered
social skills for autistic
youth

e Self-regulation and
cooperation skills
decreased in autistic youth
during pandemic




