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ABSTRACT

Adolescence is a developmental phase largely characterized by rapid biological and non-biological transfor-
mations, with a heightened susceptibility to social and environmental influences. Hence, adolescents are particu-
larly vulnerable to external stressors, underscoring the need to safeguard their well-being and prioritize mental
health interventions. The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic caused a global crisis with profound societal
disruptions, and led to lasting impact on global public health, disproportionately affecting vulnerable populations,
including adolescents. In view of the unique developmental challenges faced by adolescents, it is imperative to
assess the growing burden of mental health issues exacerbated by the pandemic. This review synthesizes existing
evidence on the emerging mental health challenges faced by adolescents in the United Kingdom (UK) as exacer-
bated by the COVID-19 pandemic. A systematic literature search was conducted using PubMed, ScienceDirect,
MEDLINE, and SpringerNature databases, resulting in the selection of ten high-quality studies. A thematic anal-
ysis of the collected data revealed that depression and anxiety were the most frequently reported mental health
conditions among adolescents. These conditions were particularly prevalent among adolescents who were from
low-income households, those with pre-existing mental health disorders, adolescents experiencing household con-
flicts, females, and those who provided self-reported data. Several key risk factors were identified, including fam-
ily and peer relationships, academic pressures such as examinations and grades, financial constraints within house-
holds, and the corruptive influence of social media. The findings underscore the urgency of targeted mental health
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interventions tailored to the specific needs of adolescents in the U.K. By addressing the identified risk factors,
mental health professionals, policymakers, and educators can develop more effective strategies to mitigate the
psychological impact of the pandemic on this vulnerable population. This study contributes to the evolving body
of literature and emphasizes the need for evidence-based policies to foster overall well-being and resilience in

adolescents navigating post-pandemic challenges.

Keywords: Adolescents, United Kingdom, mental health, prevalence, risk factors, COVID-19

BACKGROUND

The impact of the 2020 coronavirus dis-
ease (COVID-19) pandemic has been widely
documented across all demographics, with
particularly pronounced effects on vulnerable
populations, including children and adoles-
cents (Chavira et al., 2022; Deng et al., 2023,;
Hassan et al., 2023). This increased vulnera-
bility can be attributed to the extensive dis-
ruptions to societal activities and the restric-
tive interventions implemented to mitigate the
spread of the virus, all of which significantly
altered the activities of daily living and posed
substantial threats to psychological well-be-
ing (Deng et al., 2023). Consequently, the
pandemic-induced societal changes have had
profound implications for adolescent devel-
opment and mental health.

The World Health Organization (WHO)
defines adolescence as the period between 10
and 19 years of age (WHO, 2025). In the
United Kingdom (U.K.), individuals within
this age group constitute approximately 12 %
of the total population (AYPH, 2024). Ado-
lescence is a phase marked by heightened cu-
riosity and a strong susceptibility to environ-
mental and peer influences, thus increasing
the likelihood of psychological distress under
adverse conditions (Knowles et al., 2022).
Even before the pandemic, adolescent mental
health was a growing concern, and the
COVID-19 crisis exacerbated existing chal-
lenges (Angelina et al., 2021; Chavira et al.,
2022). The pandemic not only imposed phys-
ical restrictions but also introduced profound
emotional distress, particularly due to be-
reavement following the loss of loved ones,
further compromising the psychological resil-
ience of affected adolescents (Chavira et al.,
2022; Deng et al., 2023). Moreover, mental

health conditions often remain undetected due
to their insidious nature, as clinical manifes-
tations of psychological distress tend to be
less overt than physical health symptoms
(Deng et al., 2023; Hassan et al., 2023).

The pandemic's enduring influence con-
tinues to shape various facets of global soci-
ety. Deng et al. (2023) projected the long-
term repercussions of this crisis on mental
health, particularly due to increased screen
time, reduced physical activity, and dimin-
ished social engagement—factors that have
been widely acknowledged as contributors to
psychological distress (Angelina et al., 2021;
Deng et al., 2023). For example, the transition
from in-person education to remote virtual
learning, significantly restricted students’ so-
cial interactions, exacerbating feelings of iso-
lation and emotional strain (Angelina et al.,
2021; Hassan et al., 2023). Additionally, the
economic downturn resulting from pandemic-
associated job losses led to substantial reduc-
tions in household income, forcing lifestyle
adjustments that further intensified socio-psy-
chological stressors for adolescents (Angelina
etal., 2021).

There is strong evidence supporting the
assertion that the pandemic has had a pro-
found impact on adolescent mental health
(Angelina et al., 2021). Given the importance
of early detection in health promotion and the
prevention of severe psychological complica-
tions, there is a dire need to investigate
emerging trends in adolescent mental health
challenges post-pandemic (Deng et al., 2023).
Interestingly, a significant proportion of ado-
lescents who experience mental health chal-
lenges remain undiagnosed (Nebhinani and
Jain, 2019), increasing their susceptibility to
self-destructive behaviors, including sub-
stance abuse and suicide (Deng et al., 2023).
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While numerous studies have explored the
psychological toll of the pandemic on adoles-
cents in different regions (Angelina et al.,
2021; Chavira et al., 2022), much of the exist-
ing literature, such as meta-analyses, tends to
focus on global prevalence rates (Deng et al.,
2023). Furthermore, studies linking adoles-
cent mental health issues to substance abuse,
such as the one conducted by Temple et al.
(2022), have primarily been centered on the
United States. However, researchers argue
that studies with a more localized focus are
essential, as global analyses may obscure re-
gional trends and demographic-specific risk
factors (Knowles et al., 2022).

In view of these considerations, this study
aims to examine the prevalence of mental
health challenges among adolescents in the
U.K. in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Additionally, it seeks to identify key risk fac-
tors contributing to these emerging trends,
thereby providing relevant region-specific in-
sights to inform targeted interventions.

METHOD

The research focus was framed using the
SPIDER framework, representing Sample,
Phenomenon of Interest, Design, Evaluation,
and Research type, which is recommended in
coining research questions during systematic
reviews (Methley et al., 2014). It is useful in
non-clinical health research and aids in devel-
oping the eligibility criteria used in perform-
ing the literature search (Amir-Behghadami,
2024). While other commonly used frame-
works exist, the SPIDER tool is more suited
for qualitative synthesis of data than PICO
(Population, Intervention, Comparator, Out-
come) and more specific in usage than PEO
(Population, Exposure, and Outcome) (Cooke
etal., 2012). It was hence used as follows:

S - Adolescent in the U.K.

Pl - Mental health issues in the COVID and
post-COVID era

D - Qualitative, quantitative, mixed

E - Prevalence, risk factors

R — Quantitative

Eligibility criteria
This was developed from the research

framework and produced the set of rules to be

considered when selecting literature for the

review. The inclusion criteria are therefore

given as:

- Studies published in peer-reviewed jour-
nals

- Studies conducted in the United Kingdom

- Primary research

- Studies focused on adolescents or young
adults

- Studies addressing mental, psychological,
or psychosocial health

- Studies published between 2020 and
2025.
The exclusion criteria were given as:

- Unavailable texts

- Studies that are reported in languages
other than English

- Studies with low methodological quality.

Literature search

The search was conducted with the use of
search terms formed from the keywords asso-
ciated with the SPIDER research framework
as applied in this review. In accordance with
standards (Grewal et al., 2016), Boolean op-
erators were used to link these search terms
and their synonyms to form a string given as:
“(Adolescent OR adolescence OR young
adult) AND (UK OR United Kingdom) AND
(mental health OR psychological) AND
(COVID OR post-COVID OR coronavirus
pandemic) AND (issues Or problem OR chal-
lenge) AND prevalence AND risk factors”.

The selected databases for this search
were PubMed, ScienceDirect, MEDLINE,
and SpringerNature. Due to the restrictions
faced in the use of ScienceDirect, the search
string was modified while using the database,
giving as “(Adolescent/adolescence) AND
(UK/United Kingdom) AND (mental health/
psychological) AND (COVID) AND (is-
sues/problem/challenge) AND prevalence
AND risk factors”.
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Following this process, quality assess-
ment was conducted using the Critical Ap-
praisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklist
for the qualitative and cohort studies as illus-
trated by Table 1 and Table 2, while Joanna
Briggs Institute (JBI) assessment tool which
is highlighted by Table 3, was used to evalu-
ate the cross-sectional studies.

Data analysis

The data obtained from all included stud-
ies were analyzed thematically using the
Braun and Clarke’s model (2023). It involves
6 steps as further expounded by Braun et al.
(2016). The first step is to be familiarized
with the collected data, which in this case in-
volves repeated study of each paper for opti-
mal assimilation. The second step involves
the generating of codes using keywords and
recurring phrases found in the individual stud-
ies during the data familiarization. The next
three steps are to develop, refine, and name
themes. These themes are formed as a merged
concept from related codes, which is refined
to give a flow of discussion and named as the
topics of this discussion, recognized finally as
themes (Clarke and Braun, 2017). The last
step is the overall development and presenta-
tion of the analysis results to form the findings
and interpretation (Braun et al., 2016).

RESULTS

The initial search yielded a total of 927 re-
sults, accounting for 85, 22, 23, and 797 re-
sults in ScienceDirect, PubMed, MEDLINE,
and SpringerNature databases respectively.
The date filter was then applied to return only
studies published between 2020 and 2025,
thereby eliminating 31 studies. Thereafter, fil-
ters were added to remove reports that were
not research articles, open access, or full texts,
further eliminating 718 reports. This led to the
screening of 178 articles, after which 159
were removed during the review of titles as
some were conducted as reviews, conducted
outside the U.K., and had other demographic
focus. The remaining articles were then sub-
jected to full-text review, among which two
articles were not retrieved due to duplicated

records. In total, 17 articles were reviewed
and seven were removed. The remaining 10
underwent and passed methodological ap-
praisal. Hence, they were included in this re-
view as shown in Figure 1.

Identification of studies via datab and regi:

Records identified from
databases Records removed before screening:
Sclence Direct (n = 85) Filter to Include only researeh
,,,,,,, articles (n=718)
MEDLINE (n =23) Filter to include articles published

SeringeriNature (n =797) between 2020 and 2025 (n = 31)

- 1

Records screened
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Records excluded during title
review (n = 159)

Reports not retrieved due to
duplicate records or
unavailability
(n=2)

Reports sought for retrieval
(n=19)

Screening

Reports excluded during full-

Full-text review (n = 17) text review (n=7)

Studies included in review
(n=10)
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Figure 1: PRISMA flowchart illustrating the litera-
ture selection process (from Page et al., 2021)
(PRISMA = Preferred Reporting Items for System-
atic Reviews and Meta-Analyses)

FINDINGS

Following the literature search and selec-
tion process, six cohort studies, three qualita-
tive studies, and one cross-sectional study
were recruited for this review. Each of these
studies showed a high methodological quality
when the corresponding appraisal checklists
were used to conduct the assessment. A sum-
mary of the basic characteristics is given in
Table 4.
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Table 1. CASP tool for appraising cohort studies

Checklist Hu and Qian
(2021)
Did the study address a clearly
. Yes
focused issue?
Was the cohort recruited in an
Yes
acceptable way?
Was the exposure accurately
R . Yes
measured to minimize bias?
Was the outcome accurately
Lo X Yes
measured to minimize bias?
(a) Have the authors identified
all important confounding
factors? Can't tell
b) Have they taken account of
the confounding factors in
the design and/or analysis?
a) Was the follow up of sub-
jects complete enough? Yes

b) Was the follow up of sub-
jects long enough?
How precise are the results?
Do you believe the results? Yes
Can the results be applied to the

. Yes
local population?
Do the results of this study fit Yes
with other available evidence?
What are the implications of this There is a
study for practice? pressing need
to provide

mental health

support for the

adolescents in
the U.K.
Included

Comment

CASP = Critical Appraisal Skills Programme

Very precise

Karamanos et al.
(2022)

Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Very precise
Yes

Yes

Yes

Early detection of

substance abuse

and intervention
would significantly
improve adolescent
mental health in the

U.K.
Included

Knowles et al.
(2022)

Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Very precise
Yes

Yes
Yes

The study high-
lights the effect of
targeted mental
health support and
thereby proves its
significant impact

Included

Montero-Marin et
al. (2023)

Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Very precise
Yes

Yes
Yes

School and peer

group are highly ef-

fective in conduct-
ing mental health
need assessment
and intervention

Included

Wright et al.
(2024)

Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes

Can't tell

Yes

Very precise
Yes

Yes

Yes

There is a
pressing need
to provide
mental health
support for the
adolescents in
the U.K.
Included

Wright et al.
(2020)

Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes

Can't tell

Yes

Very precise
Yes

Yes

Yes

Gender should be
taken into ac-
count when plan-
ning adolescent
mental health
need assessment
and intervention
Included
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Table 2: CASP tool for appraising qualitative studies

Checklist

1. Was there a clear statement of the aims of the
research?

2. Is a qualitative methodology appropriate?

3. Was the research design appropriate to ad-
dress the aims of the research?

4. Was the recruitment strategy appropriate to the
aims of the research?

5. Was the data collected in a way that addressed
the research issue?

6. Has the relationship between researcher and
participants been adequately considered?

7. Have ethical issues been taken into considera-
tion?

8. Was the data analysis sufficiently rigorous?

9. Isthere a clear statement of findings?

10. How valuable is the research?

Comment

CASP = Critical Appraisal Skills Programme

Table 3: JBI tool for appraising cross-sectional studies

Checklist
Were the criteria for inclusion in the sample clearly defined?
Were the study subjects and the setting described in detail?
Was the exposure measured in a valid and reliable way?
Were objective, standard criteria used for measurement of the

PwnE

© No o

condition?
Were confounding factors identified?

Anto et al. Lee and
(2023) Wong (2024)
Yes Yes
Yes Yes
Yes Yes
Yes Yes
Yes Yes
Yes Can't tell
Yes Yes
Yes Yes
Yes Yes
Highly Highly
valuable valuable
Included Included

Were strategies to deal with confounding factors stated?
Were the outcomes measured in a valid and reliable way?

Was appropriate statistical analysis used?

Comment

JBI = Joanna Briggs Institute

Spencer et
al. (2022)

Yes
Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Can't tell

Yes

Yes
Yes

Highly
valuable

Included

Mansfield et al. (2021)

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Included
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Table 4: Summary of included studies

Title Author

A qualitative exploration of 14 to 17- = Spencer et

year old adolescents’ views of early al. (2022)

and preventative mental health sup-

port in schools

COVID-19 pandemic impact on ado- ~ Wright et

lescent mental health: a reassess- al. (2024)

ment accounting for development

Young people’s mental health Montero-

changes, risk, and resilience during Marin et al.

the COVID-19 pandemic (2023)

Mental health inequalities, chal- Lee and

lenges and support needs during Wong

COVID-19: a qualitative study of 14-  (2024)

to-25-year-olds in London

Exploring the impact of social media  Anto et al.

on anxiety among university students = (2023)

in the United Kingdom: qualitative

study

COVID-19 and adolescent mental Hu and

health in the United Kingdom Qian
(2021)

Adverse childhood experiences and Kara-

adolescent drug use in the U.K.: The = manos et

moderating role of socioeconomic al. (2022)

position and ethnicity

Covid-19, social restrictions, and Knowles et

mental distress among young peo- al. (2022)

ple: a U.K. longitudinal, population-

based study

Impact of COVID-19 on young ado- Wright et

lescent mental health: comparison of = al. (2020)

depression, anxiety and behaviour

problems in 12 year olds immediately

before and during the pandemic in a

U.K. birth cohort

COVID-19 partial school closures Mansfield

and mental health problems: A et al.

cross-sectional survey of 11,000 ad-  (2021)

olescents to determine those most at
risk

Themes

Design Sam- Age Setting
ple range
size
Qualitative 12 14-17  Schools
study
Longitudi- 737 11-14  Communi-
nal cohort ties
study
Longitudi- 7,250 11-13  Schools
nal cohort
study
Qualitative 20 14-25 = Communi-
study ties
Qualitative 29 18-23  Schools
study
Cohort 886 10-16  Online and
study (Lon- physical
gitudinal community
panel sur- surveys
vey)
Longitudi- 9,476 14-17  Communi-
nal Cohort ties
Study
Longitudi- 1074 12-18  Schools
nal cohort
study
Longitudi- 202 11-12 Communi-
nal cohort ties
study
Cross-sec- 11,765 12-21  Schools
tional study

The analysis of data led to the derivation
of four themes and they are illustrated graph-
ically in Figure 2.

Theme 1 - Reported mental health issues

In general, every included study provided
evidence of the impact of the coronavirus
pandemic on the mental health of adolescents

in the U.K. Indeed, there is a general deterio-
ration from the pandemic era (Hu and Qian,
2021). For example, Montero-Marin et al.
(2023) compared two cohorts of pre-pan-
demic and pandemic era and, from the results,
the second group showed a significant de-
crease in the quality of mental health, thereby
proving the impact of COVID-19 on the
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adolescents. Also, Knowles et al. (2022) con-
ducted a study before, during, and after the
pandemic. The pandemic period reported a
significantly higher report of distress, esti-
mated to increase by a factor of 0.43 on the
average.

Furthermore, while some studies evalu-
ated general mental health issues such (Kara-
manos et al., 2022; Knowles et al., 2022), the
majority reported specific issues. The most
occurring is depression, reported in six

Reported mental

Figure 2: Generated themes

health issues

Other factors

studies (Wright et al., 2020, 2024; Mansfield
et al., 2021; Spencer et al., 2022; Anto et al.,
2023; Montero-Marin et al., 2023). Anxiety
was the second most popularly recorded men-
tal health issues as it was found in four studies
(Mansfield et al., 2021; Spencer et al., 2022;
Anto et al., 2023; Montero-Marin et al.,
2023). Other conditions include hyperactiv-
ity, distress, and conduct problems (Hu and
Qian, 2021; Knowles et al., 2022).

Soual media

Substance abuse

Prevalence

Self expressmn
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Theme 2 - Prevalence

Specific parameters were assessed in the
cohort and cross-sectional studies which
showed the extent to which the reported men-
tal health issues occurred. Decreased social,
emotional, and mental health was recorded in
all adolescents, regardless of their demo-
graphic characteristics (Montero-Marin et al.,
2023). However, the resulting symptoms
were more in females and adolescents with
previous diagnoses of at least one psycholog-
ical disorder (p<0.05) (Wright et al., 2020;
Mansfield et al., 2021; Knowles et al., 2022;
Montero-Marin et al., 2023). In one of these
studies, girls reported higher incidence of de-
pression but this started to reduce and slowly
returned to the pre-pandemic state at the latter
stages of follow-up, although this value re-
mained higher than in boys (Wright et al.,
2024).

For those with pre-pandemic diagnosis,
highly significant increase in hyperactivity
was recorded, as well as peer relationship,
conduct, and emotional problems (Hu and
Qian, 2021). In addition, a significant reduc-
tion in prosocial tendency was recorded. In
terms of age, older adolescents had higher re-
ports of depression (Wright et al., 2024).

Again, those who reported to experience a
closer family relationship during the pan-
demic also reported low psychological dis-
tress (p<0.05) when compared to the adoles-
cents with reported incidents of domestic
abuse, conflict, and/or violence (Knowles et
al., 2022; Montero-Marin et al., 2023).

Also, data obtained from self-reported
data collection tools showed a higher rec-
orded prevalence of mental health issues than
reports obtained from mothers of the target
population (Wright et al., 2024). During the
comparison of the adolescents who spent the
lockdown period at home and those who re-
mained in school, the latter reported more
symptoms of depression and anxiety than
those who stayed at home (Mansfield et al.,
2021).

Theme 3 - Risk factors

An analysis of the risk factors associated
with the reported mental health issues was
also carried out in the included studies. Rela-
tionships stood out as a popularly reported
factor that determined the state of the adoles-
cent mental health. The influence of both fam-
ily and peer relationships (p< 0.05) was re-
ported in three quantitative studies and two
qualitative studies (Mansfield et al., 2021;
Knowles et al., 2022; Spencer et al., 2022;
Anto et al., 2023; Montero-Marin et al.,
2023).

According to some adolescents, the lock-
down itself was not an issue but the uncer-
tainty of retaining physical relationships and
the nature of the home environment (Mon-
tero-Marin et al., 2023). People whose parents
were essential workers statistically reported
more depression symptoms (Mansfield et al.,
2021). The reports were also higher in homes
where both parents are fully engaged in their
occupations (Karamanos et al., 2022).

Also, quoted texts from adolescents fur-
ther illustrated this situation

“the friends that I had at the time... we
couldn’t hang out in person. So we just then
ended up not really texting and just drifted
apart.”

“I didn’t have a phone... I never got those
numbers.”

“Friends were really a big help when it
came to stuff like learning, the loneliness so
like psychological impact...” (Lee and Wong,
2024).

In contrast, some adolescents reported an
Improved mental health due to the absence of
adverse peer relations such as fighting and
bullying (Hu and Qian, 2021). This is in tan-
dem with another study that highlighted posi-
tive student atmosphere in school as a signif-
icant risk factor but this association did not re-
main strong with time (Knowles et al., 2022).

School grades was also widely referred to
as an influencer of the instability of adoles-
cents who had academic activities during the
pandemic era (Knowles et al., 2022). Those
who were about to undertake national exami-
nations showed greater symptoms of anxiety
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(Mansfield et al., 2021). According to the re-
sult of an interview,

“Near our exam time, most of my friends
were quite sad and depressed because they
felt like they were just sitting in the house and
not really doing much and they were just con-
sumed by all this exam stress, that they
couldn’t do anything” (Spencer et al., 2022).

A highly significant influence that contin-
ued to linger is the social media effect. The
need to communicate virtually led to the im-
pulse to always use mobile devices and led to
stress of the fear of missing out.

“I would not use my phone for even just 2
hours and | would feel like I was missing out
on something. This would drive me crazy and
add so much unnecessary stress” (Anto et al.,
2023).

Its influence was reported on self-esteem
due to increased comparison (Lee and Wong,
2024). According to a quoted text,

“When people post a lot of content about
their lives whilst you 're just at home, not do-
ing anything special, you feel anxious in that
you should really be doing something. Or that
I am not doing enough’ (Anto et al., 2023).

Spencer et al. (2022) evaluated the impact
of social media on adolescents and the most
commonly reported mental health issues were
depression and anxiety.

“the whole like ‘lockdown body chal-
lenge’... it affected a lot of things for me, like
in terms of body image...” (Lee and Wong,
2024).

“There were a few people who used to
DM (direct message) me. They would talk
about my appearance, the way | look and be-
cause | am quite self-conscious about that,
they would use it to target me and harass me”
(Anto et al., 2023).

Contrastively, a few reports showed a
positive utilization of social media, which in-
clude reconnection with loved ones and
achieving personal growth as a result. Di-
rectly quoting the respondents,

“In terms of my mental well-being, it can
help me stop loneliness and keep in touch with
friends and family especially when I'm at uni-
versity”

“I've met like some of my closest most
dear friends through it”

“I can follow someone that has a healthy
living account for example | find that seeing
posts like that would encourage me to be bet-
ter or to go out and go for a run or pick some-
thing healthy to do”(Anto et al., 2023).

Finally, household finances was another
reported risk factor that led to emotional and
mental instability due to the need for improv-
isation and survival (Knowles et al., 2022).

“Both of my parents lost their jobs due to
COVID... that was difficult for them... That
was a big hit because | have to fend for myself
now” (Lee and Wong, 2024).

One of the studies concluded by stating
statistically that the more factors present in
the life of a typical UK adolescent, the greater
the reported distress (Knowles et al., 2022)

Theme 4 - Other factors

Other factors reported in the studies in-
clude outcomes and positive influencers. The
outcomes of the mental health issues include
the newly formed habit of always engaging on
social media, leading to an increased need for
external validation in many adolescents (Anto
et al., 2023; Lee and Wong, 2024). Substance
abuse was also reported, which correlated
with the male gender.

“I had a bit of a drug problem... the vul-
nerability of being stuck indoors, we didn’t
have anything else to do” (Anto et al., 2023).

To explain this, other researchers posit
that boys are more likely to have engaged in
substance abuse as they are more likely to
have witnessed and experienced physical as-
sault or discipline while girls are more likely
to be sexually assaulted, hence explaining
their higher symptoms of psychological dis-
tress (Karamanos et al., 2022).

On the other hand, healthy habits were
formed by come adolescents to keep their
minds preoccupied and ultimately maintain
their mental health.

“Social connections and escapism were
linked to help” (Anto et al., 2023).

Finally, the need for human interactions
was buttressed as positivity was reported in
those who had people to communicate and
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share their feelings with, thereby proving the
significance of social relations and self ex-
pression in the psychological state of adoles-
cents.

“I haven’t really spoken to anyone [about
Covid], except like, you... this is the best time
I'’ve spoken of Covid” (Anto et al., 2023).

”My form tutor knows more stuff, things,
that’s happening, because I was really close
to him all the way through school. He knows
my past, so | feel comfortable talking to him
about it” (Spencer et al., 2022).

DISCUSSION

Adolescence is a critical developmental
phase in which behavioral, psychological and
social factors such as peer interactions and so-
cietal influences—play a pivotal role in shap-
ing mental health outcomes (Knowles et al.,
2022). Biologically, the hormonal changes
that characterize this developmental stage fur-
ther contributes to the complexity of adoles-
cent mental well-being (Knowles et al.,
2022). According to Bell et al. (2023), 75 %
of the reported mental health diseases in
adults emerge in their adolescent stage. The
intricate relationship between mental and
physical health has been well-documented,
with available evidence suggesting that psy-
chological distress can manifest in physiolog-
ical consequences. For instance, one of the re-
viewed studies reported weight gain among
participants experiencing depression (Lee and
Wong, 2024). Additionally, Chavira et al.
(2022) demonstrated a strong correlation be-
tween depression, anxiety, and sleep depriva-
tion, which further impacts on the adoles-
cent’s overall physical health and mental
wellbeing. Furthermore, the heightened vul-
nerability of adolescents to self-harm and su-
icidal behaviors in response to psychological
distress underscores the urgent need for ro-
bust mental health interventions tailored to
this demographic (Panchal et al., 2023; Traf-
ford et al., 2023). While these manifestations
have been described as coping mechanisms in
the affected individuals, they must be ad-
dressed from the root cause to improve the
overall wellbeing of the adolescents (Akin

and Sarrar, 2024). A systematic review and
meta-analysis of the effect of the pandemic on
both children and adolescents statistically
linked adolescence to the mental effects of
COVID-19 (Panchal et al., 2023). Hence, un-
derscoring the significance of adolescence
and the importance of safeguarding the men-
tal health of the given population.

The findings of this review align with a
growing body of literature documenting sig-
nificant changes in adolescent mental health
in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic
(Groarke et al., 2020; Chavira et al., 2022,
Chepo et al., 2024). Notably, a large-scale
analysis of Twitter (now X) posts—compris-
ing 300,000 entries—highlighted an in-
creased prevalence of negative emotions
among adolescents, with a substantial number
of posts suggesting an urgent need for provi-
sion of psychological support and interven-
tion (Chepo et al., 2024). The robustness of
this study, given its extensive dataset, further
corroborates the widespread impact of the
pandemic on adolescent mental health. De-
pression and anxiety have emerged as the
most frequently reported conditions, largely
attributed to the pervasive loneliness and so-
cial isolation resulting from lockdown
measures (Groarke et al., 2020; Bell et al.,
2023). This is equally reported in similar stud-
ies conducted in other countries such as Aus-
tralia (Magson et al., 2021; Bell et al., 2023),
China (Zhang et al., 2021), the United Arab
Emirates (UAE) (Ghader et al., 2024), and the
United States of America (USA) (Cohen et
al., 2021; Raney et al., 2024). Indeed, the
WHO estimated a 25 % increase in depres-
sion and anxiety in the global population,
highlighting young people as one of the most
affected demographics (WHO, 2022).

Considering the prevalence patterns, this
review’s findings highlight a consistency with
previous research, which identified females,
adolescents from low-income households,
and those from single-parent homes as being
disproportionately affected by mental health
challenges (Chavira et al., 2022; Panchal et
al., 2023). These factors were reported in a
study conducted on adolescents in Chinese

518



EXCLI Journal 2025;24:508-523 — ISSN 1611-2156

Received: March 11, 2025, accepted: March 25, 2025, published: March 27, 2025

secondary schools, recording parental rela-
tionships as one of the most influencing fac-
tors (Zhang et al., 2021). Additionally, the
method of data collection appears to influence
reported prevalence rates, as studies indicate
that self-reported assessments by adolescents
often yield higher rates of mental health con-
cerns compared to parental reports (Chavira et
al., 2022; Bell et al., 2023; Ghader et al.,
2024). Other key determinants of adolescent
mental well-being during the pandemic in-
clude educational restrictions, family con-
flicts and excessive social media exposure—
all of which were substantiated in the the-
matic analysis of this review (Groarke et al.,
2020; Chavira et al., 2022; Knowles et al.,
2022). Given the generalizability of these
findings, it is evident that adolescents across
the U.K. have been significantly impacted by
these pandemic-related stressors.

Due to the global elevated unemployment
rates associated with the pandemic and its re-
strictions, some parents lost their primary
sources of income which in turn affected the
household socioeconomic status (Tamirisa
and Maringanti, 2024). As a result, forced ad-
aptation to the new financial situation in addi-
tion to the already ongoing restrictions was
directly linked to mental instability in adoles-
cents (Cohen et al.,, 2021; Tamirisa and
Maringanti, 2024). This also increased family
conflicts, further causing a ripple effect and
leading to distress, anxiety, and other emo-
tional challenges (Magson et al., 2021).

Among the most critical emerging factors
influencing adolescent mental health during
the COVID-19 era is the availability of social
support networks. Strong familial and peer re-
lationships have been identified as key protec-
tive factors, mitigating the adverse effects of
the pandemic on adolescent psychological
well-being (Fledderjohann et al., 2021). Hu-
man interaction is important in shaping and
stabilizing mental health (Bell et al., 2023).
Hence, adverse interactions or its absence af-
fects the wellbeing of adolescents, leading to
loneliness and despondence. According to a
similar review, with an increase in the length
of time parents spent with their adolescents,

the mental health status of the adolescents
was significantly improved, suggesting a di-
rect relationship between mental health and
parental proximity (Tamirisa and Maringanti,
2024). Conversely, social disconnection and
relational instability have been linked to in-
creased vulnerability to mental health disor-
ders (Magson et al., 2021).

Another interesting finding is the role of
health provision, which has undergone signif-
icant transformations and the use of digital
technologies, on the mental health outcomes
of adolescents in the United Kingdom. The
COVID-19 pandemic further highlighted
these dynamics, thus necessitating a nuanced
enquiry as they could have both ameliorating
and exacerbating influences on adolescent
mental health challenges (Bevan Jones et al.,
2023).

Additionally, a study by the University of
Cambridge found that lack of computer ac-
cess during the COVID-19 pandemic was as-
sociated with poorer mental health among
young people, emphasizing the importance of
addressing digital inequalities to safeguard
mental well-being (University of Cambridge,
2022). Contrastingly, The Guardian (Jenkins,
2024) posits that excessive engagement with
smartphones has been linked to the rapid de-
terioration of adolescent mental health, as ev-
idenced by the Chennel 4 documentary called
“Swiped”, which illuminated the severe im-
pact of smartphone use on children’s mental
well-being, revealing heightened anxiety,
stress, and even instances of self-harm associ-
ated with excessive phone use. Surprisingly, a
temporary removal of phones resulted in a
17 % decrease in anxiety and depression
symptoms, improved sleep, and better family
interactions (Jenkins, 2024). This is further
buttressed by the increased records of cyber-
bullying due to the emerging habit of virtual
engagements on social media and its effect on
the typical adolescent such as the fear of miss-
ing out and the intrinsic need for external val-
idation (Tamirisa and Maringanti, 2024).
Again, the higher rate of media engagement
exposed the population to news of the pan-
demic which fueled anxiety in addition to
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existing emotional disturbances, especially as
a result of misinformation (Vadivel et al.,
2021; Panchal et al., 2023).

On the other hand, literature indicates the
role of individual peculiarities in the response
to the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.
While the mental condition of the majority of
adolescents were facing a deterioration, there
were reports of improved mental health in
others (Raw et al., 2021). A study in the USA
attributed the experience of the latter category
to healthy habits formed during the event
(Raney et al., 2024). More specifically, habits
such as engagement in video games were
listed as one of the escape methods used to
cause a distraction in the minds of the adoles-
cents (Cohen et al., 2021). Some adolescents
reported the positive use of the less social en-
gagements for self-reflection and develop-
ment which led to improved personalities
(Bell et al., 2023). Social media engagements
were also leveraged to provide encourage-
ment and boosters towards fulfilling endeav-
ors such as meditation, exercise, skills build-
ing, and finding hobbies (Cohen et al., 2021;
Bell et al., 2023).

One of the major recommendations ren-
dered for mitigating the COVID-19 effect in
adolescents is to find mental support (Bell et
al., 2023; Ghader et al., 2024). This is because
family warmth and support was significantly
linked to improved mental health in adoles-
cents by many researchers (Raw et al., 2021;
Vadivel et al., 2021; Tamirisa and Marin-
ganti, 2024). The feeling of safety was statis-
tically associated with parental presence,
which promoted a positive outlook in adoles-
cents from such household throughout the
pandemic and in the post-pandemic era (Pan-
chal et al., 2023). On the other hand, family
conflict was associated with behavioral and
emotional symptoms, leading to the diagnosis
of anxiety, depression, hyperactivity, and
other psychological conditions (Magson et
al., 2021; Raw et al., 2021). Hence, parents
should be taught to manage their emotions
during crisis to improve the relationships with
their children and, consequently, make a

positive impact on their mental and emotional
wellbeing (Tamirisa and Maringanti, 2024).

In recent times, digital platforms have
simplified access to mental health resources,
offering interventions that are both scalable
and cost-effective. For instance, MoodHwb, a
program co-developed in Wales, provides ad-
olescents with interactive components based
on psychoeducation, cognitive-behavioral
therapy, and interpersonal theory (Bevan
Jones et al., 2023). Also, the mental health
text service, referred to as “Shout”, has en-
gaged in over three million conversations
since its inception in 2019, highlighting the
potential of digital interventions in providing
immediate assistance to those in distress
(Perry, 2025).

Telemedicine should also be a tool in de-
livering psychological counseling and psychi-
atric diagnoses to encourage self-expression
in these adolescents (Vadivel et al., 2021). In
addition, schools should provide counseling
services as the majority of adolescents are as-
sociated with at least one educational institu-
tion and technology should be leveraged in
reaching the members of this population for
prompt intervention (Tamirisa and Marin-
ganti, 2024). As a region where the access to
technology is recorded in the majority of its
residents, there is a high feasibility of reach-
ing the desired population via these methods
as they present a cost-effective and fast inter-
vention strategies (Bevan Jones et al., 2023).

The mental health preparedness and ac-
tion framework (MHPAF) was also recom-
mended which is currently used in Kenya and
the USA as a post-pandemic intervention
method (Vadivel et al., 2021). In addition, a
combination of policy enactment and commu-
nity enlightenment should be considered to
reduce marginalization and cyberbullying
(Vadivel et al., 2021).

CONCLUSION

This review provides a comprehensive
synthesis of the mental health challenges ex-
perienced by adolescents in the U.K. in rela-
tion to the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings
consistently indicate that depression and
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anxiety are the most prevalent mental health
conditions within this population. Several key
risk factors have been identified, including
social restrictions, familial conflicts, gender
disparities, financial instability, and the per-
vasive influence of social media. Given the
significant and lasting implications of these
findings, future adolescent mental health in-
terventions should prioritize strategies aimed
at mitigating these risk factors. The integra-
tion of digital technologies into health provi-
sion presents a complex interplay of benefits
and detriments concerning adolescent mental
health in the U.K. While these technologies
offer innovative avenues for support and in-
tervention, it is imperative to balance their use
with strategies that mitigate potential harms.
Policymakers, educators, and healthcare pro-
viders must collaborate to harness the ad-
vantages of digital health tools while imple-
menting safeguards against their adverse ef-
fects, thereby promoting a holistic approach
to adolescent mental well-being. By adopting
targeted, evidence-based approaches that ad-
dress these underlying determinants, policy-
makers and mental health professionals can
foster more effective and sustainable im-
provements in adolescent psychological well-
being.
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