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INTRODUCTION

ABSTRACT

Objective: COVID-19 pandemic may cause negative effects on children. Qualitative studies evaluating
the effects of the pandemic on preschool and primary school aged children are limited in the literature.
The aim was to evaluate the effects of COVID-19 on preschool and primary school children through
the observations of their parents.

Methods: In-depth interviews were made with the participants using video conferencing method.
Seventeen video conferencing interviews were conducted with parents who had children between 3
and 10 aged. With the permission of the participants, audio recording was obtained in all interviews,
transcribed verbatim and checked. Thematic approach was used to analyze the data. Data were
collected until saturated.

Results: Findings were summarized into three main categories. The first was “The changes in the
affection conditions”. It’s observed in the interviews that children experienced changes in their
affection conditions such as fear, anxiety and happiness. They also went through behavioral changes
like aggression and shyness. The second theme was “The Distinction in Behavioral Features”. Parents
believed their children’s dominant behavioral features became more distinct. The third theme was
“The changes in the Communication Levels”. While the communication with the family members
increases or decrease according to various factors, the communication with the non-family members
decreases for almost all of the children.

Conclusion: The effects that children are exposed to in the face of global events such as pandemics
should be considered separately in addition to social planning. Each child should be evaluated within

their own family and environment.

Keywords: Children, COVID-19, effects of pandemic, qualitative research

Countries all across the world were forced to take a series of on specific age groups during differing time periods and closing

precautions to decrease interactions between people as part of various workplaces and schools were the primary forms of these

the fight against the COVID-19 pandemic. Imposing lockdowns  precautions [1]. However, it has been observed that although
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these precautions were successful as preventative measures, in
the background, they created different problems [2,3].

The United Nations has stated that, regardless of age, children
were among the groups most affected by the pandemic [4].
Besides its direct effects on children, the pandemic has had
other adverse effects on them, depending on the possible

psychological, social, and economicproblems their parents face

[5].

The results of the studies that have investigated the effects of the
pandemic process on children demonstrate that it has affected
them psychologically, socially, and physically. One of the main
effects mainly observed in children is changes in their affection
conditions. In addition, it has been observed that the pandemic
caused several other changes, including sleeping disorders,

malnutrition, and problems caused by inactivity [6-8].

This study aims to multi dimensionally employ parental
observations to assess the effects of the pandemic process
on preschool children, who are at the beginning of their
developmental period, and on primary school children. We
believe that the results will elucidate the action plans, especially
of policymakers and parents, for the current pandemic process

and possible social traumas in the future.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Research Design

The study used a qualitative research design to analyze the
psychosocial effects of COVID-19 on preschool and primary
school-aged children. In-depth interviews were conducted with

the participants using video conferencing.

Study Subjects
Using a purposeful sampling method, we selected 17 parents
with children between the ages of3 and 10. The sample size was

decided according to data saturation. The interview process was

Main Points;
e The pandemic has serious negative effects on children.

e Children’s dominant features like shyness or aggression became

much more distinctivein the pandemic period.

e Each child has

communication level.

experienced different changes in their
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terminated when no new themes emerged during the interviews
with the participants. Data saturation was reached after 15
interviews, and two more parents were interviewed to verify the

saturation.

Interview Outline

A semi-structured questionnaire to be used in the interview was
prepared with the aid of expertopinions and through preliminary
testing after the relevant literature was reviewed. Participants’
age, number and age of children, features of their place of
residence, and household structure were obtained at the start
of the interviews. The main interview questions posed to the
participants were as follows:

1. Have you observed any behavioural changes in your
child(ren) during the pandemic? Ifso, could you explain and
describe them?

2. Have you observed any changes in your child(ren)’s habits
and daily routines during thepandemic? Could you explain
and describe them?

3. Have you observed any changes in your child(ren)’s

communication with you or othersduring the pandemic?

4. Have you observed any situations different from the ones
you’ve already described? To increase the depth of the
interview discussions, the participants were posed the
followingquestions:

e Could you please provide more information about this topic?
e Could you please explain that more?

e Could you give any examples of that?

Data Collection
Afterexplaining the purpose and function of the study in detail toall
the participants, verbal informed consent was obtained from them.

The interviews were conducted by video conferencing due to
pandemic conditions. Theinterviews were carried out by the first
author, who had received training in qualitative interview skills.
With the permission of the participants, audio recordings were
obtained in all interviews. The interviews took 15-40 minutes
per person. The recordings were transcribed verbatim by the
researchers within 24 hours of the interviews and were reviewed

by the interviewers for accuracy.

Data Analysis
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The researchers reviewed the texts several times independently
to determine the important sentences and emphasized points
in the interviews. The statements considered meaningful were
summarized, and themes were created. Any conflicting opinions
about the contents of the themes were discussed and resolved by
the researchers.

Ethical approval for this study was received from the local ethics

Aydin A et al.

committee. (Approval date: March 22, 2021, Number: E.20141).
RESULTS
Seventeen parents were enrolled in the study. The characteristics

of them and their families arelisted in Table 1.

There theme categories emerged from the analysis of the
interviews. These themes and theirsub-themes are described in

Table 1. Characteristics of the participants’ families

Parents*

Characteristics

The mother is a 37 year old doctor. The father is a 42 year old lawyer. They have got 2 kids; an 8 year old girl and a 2 year old boy.

P1 They consider their income status well. They live in their own apartment in a housing estate. They have a part-time employee to help
taking care of the children.

P The mother is a 32 year old teacher. The father is a 34 year old doctor. They have got a 3 year old son. They consider their income
status well. They live in their own apartment.

P3 The mother is a 35 year old housewife. The father is a 40 year old accountant. They have 3 daughters; a 4 year old and 2 year old twins.
They live in an apartment. They consider their income status as medium. Their grandmother helps them to take care of the children.

P4 The mother is a 40 year old housewife. The father is a shoeseller. They have 3 sons at the ages of 8, 10 and 13. They live in an
apartment in a housing estate. They consider their income status as bad.

P5 The mother is a 35 year old nurse. The father is a 40 year old doctor. They have a 8 year old daughter and a 4 year old son. They live
in their own apartment. They consider their income status well. The mother took an unpaid leave to take care of her children.

6 The mother is a 37 year old housewife. The father is 44 years old. He Works in daily jobs. They have a 10 year old son. They live in
a rented apartment. They consider their income status as bad.

p7 The mother is a 35 year old architect but she doesn’t work. The father is self- employed in the software industry.They have 3 children
; an 8 year old girl and two boys at the ages of 6 and 3. They consider their income status well. They live in a detached house.
The mother is a 40 year old housewife. The father is a 44 year old textile worker. This is the second marriage of both of them. They

P8 have 2 daughters at the ages of 6 and 3. The mother doesn’t have any children from her first marriage. The father has a daughter who
is married from her first marriage .
They live in their own apartment. They consider their income status as bad.

P9 The mother is a 36 year old housewife. The father is a 38 year old computer engineer. They have twins; a boy and a girl at the age of
7. They consider their income status as medium. They live their own apartment in a housing estate.

P10 The mother is a 35 year old nurse. The father is a 36 year old academist. They have a 10 year old son and a 6 year old daughter. They
live in their own apartment. They consider their income status well.

P11 The mother is a 40 year old housewife. The father is a 44 year old accountant. They have a 9 year old son and 7 year old daughter.

P12 The mother is a 36 year old housewife. The father is a 36 year old officer. They have 2 sons at the ages of 7 and 3.They live a rented
apartment. They consider their income status as medium.

PI3 The mother is a 38 year old housewife. The father is a 37 year old teacher. They have girl twins. They live in a detached house with
their parents which belongs to them. They consider their income status as medium.

P14 The mother is a 34 year old housewife. The father ia a biologist. They have a 4 year old daughter. They live in a rented apartment.
They consider their income status as medium.

P15 The mother is a 34 year old medical secretary. The father is a 38 year old shipper. They have a 6 year old son.They live in a rented
apartment.They consider their income status as medium.
The mother is a 30 year old housewife. The father is a tourism Professional. He’s self-employed. They have 2 daughters at the ages of

P16 5 and 3. They live in an apartment in a housing estate. They consider their income status as medium now. However, they think it was
good before the pandemic. They have a full- time employee who helps taking care of the children.
The mother is a 38 year old private company secretary. The father is a 42 year old estate agent. They have 3 children; a 9 year old

P17 girl and two boys at the ages of 7 and 2. They live in arented apartment in a housing estate. They consider their income status as bad.

Their parents help them to take care of their children.
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Table 2. Themes and sub-themes

Aydin A et al.

Theme Sub-theme
® fear

The changes in the affectionconditions ® anxiety
® happiness
® shyness

The distinction in the behavioralfeatures

® aggression

The changes in the communicationlevel

® increase and decrease in the family communication
® decrease in the communication with non- family members

Table 2.

Theme 1: The Changes in the Affection Conditions

It was learned in the interviews that children experienced changes
in their affection conditions,such as fear, anxiety and happiness.
They also went through behavioural changes that manifested as
aggression or shyness. The participants stated that their children
were especially afraid of and concerned about the possibility
of being infected with the disease and the severe potential

consequences of becoming ill from COVID-19.

P4: “The children are grown now, and they are aware of
everything. We got sick, and my condition (the father’s) was
quite severe. That scared the kids a lot. It formed a fear of being
infected with the disease again in the children. For instance, my
older son is afraid he would react like me if he is infected again.”
P9: “For instance, they are concerned about becoming infected
if they go to school. Now, theyhave such fears in their lives. We
always feel anxious when we go out, which we don’t unless there

is a necessity.”

P11: “We became overprotective. That increased their fears. Our
son didn’t want to go to schoolwhen we told him the schools were

opening. He didn’t even want to go to the garden.”

P17: “Two of my children go to school, but they are always
worried. Especially my older son is aware of everything, and I

can see the fear in his eyes when he goes to school.”

Some of the parents also expressed that their children were scared
and ran away when somebodyvisited them, something they never

did before the pandemic.
A remarkable finding from the interviews is that some of the

parents stated that their children were happier in this period.

What these parents had in common was that their children had a
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sibling whom they could communicate with in the house. While
not all of the parents who hadmore than one child shared this
opinion, all of the single-child parents (P2, P6, P14, and P15)
stated that their child was unhappy throughout the day.

P7: “Actually they are happy to be all together. Especially the
little ones, who are even happierto have their older sisters with
them all the time.”

P9: “...That they are twins relieved both us and them. Despite
their different genders, being peers made them share things. They
became both siblings and friends. They are both happy at home
and so are we.”

P13: “I think in this period, communication with their peers is
what they need the most. So, I think they are very lucky. They
spend time together throughout the day and so they are happy.”
P15: “... he doesn’t go to school. We are both working. He
spends time with his grandparents. But it is not enough unless
they have a peer... that’s why he always seems to be unhappy. My
wife and I wished he had a sibling for the first time...”

Theme 2: Distinction in Behavioral Features

Parents indicated to see aggressive and shy attitudes in their
children. The remarkable point ofthese expressions was that the
parents believed their children’s dominant behavioral features

became more distinct.

P1: “Generally she is a shy girl but it became exaggerated during
the pandemic.”

P2: “...he became quite aggressive. He had some aggressive
attitudes before but I think itimproved in this period.”

P6: “Actually, I can’t say he used to be a very calm boy but
he felt suffocated in this period. Iam not sure if it is because of
puberty but he became more angry, obstinate and aggressive.”
P14: “He used to be shy around people before the pandemic

but he became even more timid aswe hardly ever had company
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during this period.”

Theme 3: The Changes in the Communication Levels

It is detected in the interviews with the parents that there have
been changes in the communication levels of the children.
While the communication with the family members increases or
decreases according to various factors, the communication with

the non-family members decreases for almost all of the children.

It’s acquired that the children whose communication with family
members increase or decrease have a set of common domestic
features. Parents who stated that there has been a decrease in
their children’s communication level also mentioned several
factors to contribute to this change.Not having a sibling, that both
parents are working and the increase in the time period spent on
TV, phone, devices like computers are some of them which are

frequently mentioned.

P2: “Not having a sibling to play with made him very lonely. He
started to spend all his time on the iPad.”

P6: “He was left alone... He watches cartoons on TV all the
time, which is self-sufficient. If hehad a sibling, he would have
someone to communicate with.”

P15:“...Spending time with grandfather and grandmother started
to get bored after a while because they did not have peers. If he

had a sibling, this period would have gone better.”

P17: “It was an advantage for us that two of our three children
were close in age. | can say that they learned to spend time
together and their communication increased. But in this case, the
little one was left alone... The older ones also sometimes played

with the younger ones.”

There were parents who claimed their children’s communication
level increased as well as there were some parents to say it was
decreasing. They stated that the decrease in the communication
with non-family members led to an increase in the communication

particularly between siblingswho don’t have a huge age gap.

DISCUSSION

The COVID-19 pandemic, which is one of the most important
events of this century, has profoundly affected the entire world.
The impacts of this global threat have gone far beyond physical
health problems. The precautions related to and the natural course

of the pandemic have affected individuals and society in many
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different ways, including psychologically, socially, physically,
and economically. Children, who are at the beginning of their
development, are especially sensitive to such effects. Imposing
lockdowns and school closures on children asa precaution against
the pandemic may have resulted in traumatic consequences as
they have gone through serious psychological changes resulting
from the interruptions to their routines and daily activities [9].
In light of these concerns, the aim of this study was to present the
effectsof the pandemic on preschool and primary school children
through their parents’ observations.The interviews with parents
showed that the children who were aware of the pandemic
experienced the fear of infection and especially of death. As
a result, they avoided going to school or meeting non-family
members. However, some parents stated that their children
were happier, despite these fears, as they spent more time with
their families due to the COVID-19 precautions. One of the
conspicuous observations of the parents was that the children’s
dominant characteristics, such as shyness and aggression, became
much more distinctive during the pandemic period. Moreover,
there was often an increase in communication between family
members accompanied by a serious decrease in communication
with non-family members. The most stunning finding was that
having a sibling had a significant effect on these changes in

children.

We determined that the children were nervous about becoming
infected and the related negative consequences. Children heard
about the effects of the pandemic from their families, on TV, and
via social media. They witnessed the anxiety of their parents and
tried to keep up with the changes in their daily lives. There were
psychological changes in children as a result of suddenly starting
to wear masks, switching to distance education, seeing their
parents constantlywashing their hands and cleaning themselves
when they came home before they took care of their children for
fear of spreading the virus (and even avoiding physical contact
with their children), and receiving news of the infections and
deaths of people they knew. The fear of getting infected and
the traumas of children who were infected negatively impacted
children’spsychological states. It has been reported that children
infected with or isolated because they might have COVID-19
sometimes developed fears of separation from their parents,
being singled out, and being infected by an unknown disease.
They were also likely to experience anxiety, acute stress, and
adjustment disorders due to social isolation [10,11]. Moreover,
school closures and separation from their parents may have

caused them stress and anxiety [12—14]. Children may have had
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difficulty avoiding physical and mental damage as they lack the
skills to cope with the related stress and could not express their
emotions like adults.

Jiao and et al. conducted a poll of the parents of 320 children
between the ages of 3 and 18, which demonstrated that according
to the parents, the children were afraid of asking questionsabout
the pandemic and health-related issues. In addition, they had
problems such as sleeping disorders and nightmares, anorexia,
physical disorders, attention deficit issues, and engaging in
sympathy-seeking behaviors. To overcome these problems,
Chinese doctors suggested parents increase their communication
with their children by playing collaborative games, doing
activities, and singing together to help alleviate feelings of
loneliness [15]. Another similar study from India that examined
the effects of the pandemic and isolation on children and adults
showed that 69% of the children had feelings of anxiety, 66% felt
desperate, and 61% were scared [11].

Having a sibling particularly affected the psychological states
of children during this period. In our study, it was observed
that siblings who spent more time together improved their
communication and positive interactions. While not all the
parents with more than one child shared this view, all the single-
child parents noted that their child was unhappy during the day.
A study by Christner et al. showed that during the pandemic, only
children had more emotional and hyperactivity problems while
children with siblings developed more behavioral problems
[16]. In a study in China, a survey of 11681 children showed
that while 35.2% of only childrenand 38.8% of children with
siblings showed signs of depression, 20.5% of only children and
24.7% of those with siblings showed symptoms of anxiety [17].
Given these findings, Dunton et al. stated that because of the
lack of access to sports and activities, older children should be
encouraged to engage in free and unstructured physical activities
by playing games with youngchildren while also social distancing
and wearing masks [18]. We also suggest parents spend more
time with their children through daily activities, such as reading

to their children and doing sports, games, and handcrafts at home.

Parents emphasized that during this period, acts of violence and
abstention became more distinct in their children. For parents
whose children already engaged in aggression and abstention,
those behaviors became more severe. In accordance with our
study, Imran et al. stated that issues such as having trouble with

siblings, unhappiness, aggression, and social avoidance were
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observed during COVID-19 [13]. In the same study, parents also
stated that they realized their toddlers and pre-school children
were more anxious, and when they tried to focus and join in
games, they became more aggressive. Additionally, negative
parental attitudes, such as criticism and violence against children
in the family, increased the likelihood of children’s behavioral
problems, such as disobedience and aggression [19]. A study
in Israel showed that during the Covid -19 pandemic 55.8%
of children preferred to sleep in their parents’ bed and 45% of
them mentioned about fears which they did not have before. It
is pointed out that most of the children became more angry and
41.4% of them had difficulty in sleeping [20]. United Nations
Children’s Fund explains the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic
on children as the effects of the infection of themselves and other
family members, the socio- economic effects of the virus, the
effects of the precautions on children and interruption of the
steps taken to maintain and develop the rights of children [21].
And they made a number of recommendations on how to treat
children. First of all, encouraging children to talk frankly about
the pandemic and isolation by maintaining the conversation in the
limits of the children’sknowledge on the subject is suggested. For
young children who don’t have enough informationon the subject
it is better to talk about basic hygienic measures and simple
precautions. Duringthese conversations it is crucial to be honest
and not hide the truth. Children may perceive the news they hear
from TVs and social media in a different way and they might
think they are in danger. For this reason, they should be reassured
that they are safe and they should be taught how to protect
themselves and their friends in accordance with their age group.
UNICEF also warns the parents to be calm and suggests them to
show diligence not to reflect their own fearsand reservations to
their children [21].

Interviews with the parents showed that there has been changes
in the communication level oftheir children. While there has been
an increase in communication with family members, nearly no
communication with non-family members was detected. Parents
stated that having no siblings, having working parents and the
increase in the time they spent on TV, phone and computer led
to a decrease in their children’s communication level. Parents
who claim their children to become more communicative stated
that their children communicated more with their siblings who
are at similar ages. Healthy communication with children and
good parentingare key points to relieve the children during long-
term isolations [22]. In similar articles, it is pointed out that the

children spend too much screen time [20]. There is not a sufficient
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amountof articles on children’s communication factor during the
pandemic. In our study, we are determined that siblings with
less age gap increased their communication which led to their
happiness. Theseresults should be examined through more studies.
This study has restrictions as the findings about children are
achieved through the parents’ observations and small samplings.
Moreover, it is possible that the pandemic process may have
affected the parents’ point of views and their perception of the
children’s attitudes. Even more,this destructive process may have
caused the parents to be more judgmental towards their children.
The interviews with the parents were conducted by considering

all these possible effects and we avoided being directive.

CONCLUSION

As a result, it is seen that the pandemic has serious negative
effects on children. In this case, there are characteristics, such
as having siblings in the family, which reduce or favour these
effects. The effects that children, who are the guarantee of
our future, are exposed to in the face of global events such as
pandemics should be considered separately in addition to social
planning. Each child should be evaluated within their own family

and environment.
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