
© 2022Terra Science and Education 49 

RESEARCH ARTICLE

DOI: 10.36838/v4i5.8

The Impact Of COVID-19 on Adolescent Anxiety and 
Depression

Mira R. Kunz               
Polygence Research Academy, 720 Serra Street, Suite 413, Stanford, California,94305, USA; mira_kunz@icloud.com

ABSTRACT: COVID-19 has impacted adolescent mental health due to multifarious effects from this pandemic. This study 
aims to survey how adolescents in Tacoma, Washington have been affected mentally by COVID-19. A survey consisting of 21 
different questions based on the DASS-21 scale was conducted in order to assess symptoms of depression and anxiety. In addition, 
the survey asked participants at the end to give a short description about how the pandemic has impacted them mentally. Overall, 
there were 124 high school students who participated in the survey with the majority of them being students in 10th and 11th 
grades. This study showed that multiple students experienced extremely severe levels of stress, anxiety, and depression, from the 
2020 quarantine. Overall, the pandemic has had multiple adverse effects on youth and adolescent mental health.  
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�   Introduction
The coronavirus disease, also known as COVID-19, has 

severely impacted the world and not only in China where it 
originated. Due to the stay-at-home order, which was made 
by many world leaders in March of 2020, people experienced 
the loss of jobs, the isolation from people, and having their 
lives changed drastically. People had to adjust to different life-
styles (ex. working from home), which increased the amount 
of hardship they experienced by having to alter their lives so 
quickly.² COVID-19 is still an ongoing disease that proves to 
be unpredictable. So, it is to be understood that this crisis has 
continued to unfold since it began at the end of 2019. 

COVID-19 has caused a widespread concern that mental 
health in children and adolescents has been negatively im-
pacted due to the effects of the pandemic.¹-⁵ As such, anxiety 
and depression symptoms in adolescents have increased since 
March of 2020.⁶ This study specifically targets adolescents 
and teens in the US, and the levels of anxiety and depres-
sion they experienced from March of 2020 to the present day. 
Nevertheless, there are still limitations to this study men-
tioned above since it was targeting only one audience in the 
US and there could have been other outside factors, besides 
COVID-19, leading to their psychiatric symptoms.

Recent studies have evaluated the impact of COVID-19 on 
adolescent depression and anxiety. During the spring of 2020 
almost all of the states in the Union were in “lockdown” and 
nearly all education was remote. This lockdown has indeed 
affected adolescent mental health due to the isolation they 
felt being confined to their home and having little to no social 
interaction with the outside world. ²       

A few studies on the effect of adolescent anxiety and depres-
sion during COVID-19 pandemic have shown that students’ 
symptoms have increased compared to before the pandemic.³ 
Of these two studies only one of them was conducted in the 
United States.² Hawes, Szenczy, Klein, Hajcak, and Nelson all 
found that at the beginning of COVID-19 adolescents and 

young adults in Long Island, NY had indeed experienced in-
creased depression and anxiety symptoms due the school and 
home confinement.⁶
�  Methods 
The following study attempts to add to the literature on the 

impact of COVID-19 on adolescent anxiety and depression. 
The target audience for this project was high school students 
ranging from 14-18 years old and was administered in Taco-
ma, Washington. This survey was limited to this region due 
to COVID restrictions that were in place throughout the 
study period. This research was conducted from 1 June - 31 
August 2021 and utilized a validated survey to assess partic-
ipants mental health symptoms during the pandemic. This 
survey was sent out via email due to COVID-19 restrictions. 
The participants were chosen by their status as high school 
students at local schools in Tacoma, WA and were asked to 
rate and describe their emotional health as it related to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Measures:
The survey used in the study asked the following question: 

“How has COVID-19 affected your anxiety and depression 
symptoms?” while using the DASS-21 scale to help measure 
the participants symptoms. The DASS-21 is the short version 
of the DASS-42 but with only 21 items on it. Several criteria 
were used to create the DASS-21 scale and the items that 
were assessed focused on depression, anxiety, and stress. 
The participants were asked to pick a number between 
1 and 4 to indicate how much the question being asked 
related to them. 1 equals “never”, 2 equals “rarely”, 3 equals 
“sometimes”, and 4 equals “almost always”. The higher the 
score in each subcategory the more severe the symptoms are 
for the respondent answering the question. Each subcategory 
was further characterized as either mild, moderate, severe, 
or extremely severe based on their overall score in that 
subcategory.¹⁴ 
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Procedures:
A survey was emailed out to students in Tacoma, 

Washington, using an online platform which was google 
survey. This survey was only given out to the students at 
private school who were in the age range between 13 and 
19. All of the students who participated in the survey were 
informed about the purpose and objectives of the study and 
were made aware that their answers would be anonymous 
but used to conduct further research. The survey consisted 
of questions asking about age, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality 
and had a scale adapted from NovoPsych Depression Anxiety 
Stress Scales - Short Form (DASS-21). It was modified to 
reflect how the statements used in the survey applied to 
the participants over their period in quarantine, as opposed 
to over a one-week period. The DASS-21 scale was used 
to capture the participants' severity of anxiety, stress, and 
depression levels of participants taking the survey throughout 
COVID-19. Additionally, a non-required short answer 
question was also prompted at the end of the survey to 
give a better understanding of how COVID-19 quarantine 
impacted them emotionally. The data collected was between 
a period of two months from the beginning of July to the end 
of August 2021. The data was also calculated and analyzed 
using the online program Excel. 
�  Results and Discussion 
The final sample included 120 high school students who 

completed at least 90% of the survey. They ranged in age 
from 13-19 years old. 57.5% of the participants were female, 
37.5% of the participants were male, and the remaining chose 
to identify as other. A few participants also preferred not to 
disclose their gender. All of the participants were from the 
United States. Participants self-identified as White (62.9%); 
Asian (15.3%); Hispanic, Latino or Spanish origin (5%); 
Black or African American (3.3%); Native Hawaiian or 
other Pacific Islander (3.3%); South Asian (2.5%); Middle 
Eastern (1.7%). 0.8% of the participants preferred not to say 
and 4.8% of the participants self-identified as other (Figure 
1). Participants identified themselves as (73.3%) Straight, 
(19.2%) LGBTQ, and the rest preferred not to disclose 
(Figure 1).

Overall, the majority of respondents had features of anxiety, 
depression, and stress that were rated as “extremely severe” as 
demonstrated by their scores for these subcategories on the 
DASS-21 survey (Table 1).

 

The least frequently endorsed questions (those questions 
most frequently endorsed as 1, “never”) consisted of “There 
were times where I was aware of the dryness of my mouth” 
(42.6%) , “I had experienced breathing difficulty” (47.5%) , 
“I had experienced trembling” (49.2%) , “I felt I wasn’t worth 
much as a person” (37.7%) , I was aware of the action of my 
heart in the absence of physical exertion” (50.8%) , “There 
were times where I felt scared without any good reason” 
(34.3%) , and “I felt that life was meaningless” (45.1%).

The second least frequently endorsed questions (those 
questions most frequently endorsed as 2, “rarely”) consisted 
of “There were times where I found it hard to wind down” 
(39.3%), “There were times where I felt that I was using a 
lot of nervous energy” (32.8%), “There were times where I 
found it difficult to relax” (29.5%) , “There were times where 
I felt down-hearted and blue” (30.3%), “I was intolerant 
of anything that kept me from getting on with what I was 
doing” (50%), “There were times where I felt I was close to 
panic” (33.6%), “There were times where I felt like I was 
unable to be enthusiastic about anything” (34.3%), “I felt that 
I was rather touchy or very sensitive” (30.3%).

The third least frequently endorsed questions (those 
questions most frequently endorsed as 3, “sometimes”) 
consisted of “There were times where I found it hard to wind 
down” (39.3%), “There were times where I couldn’t seem to 
experience any positive feeling at all” (36.9%), “There were 
times where I tended to overreact to situations” (36.9%), 
“There were times where I was worried about situations 
in which I might panic and make a fool of myself ” (32%), 
“There were times where I felt I had nothing to look forward 
to” (36.1%), “I found myself getting agitated easily” (36.9%), 
“There were times where I felt down-hearted and blue” 
(30.3%).

There was only one question where option 4 (“always”) was 
most frequently endorsed. 45.2% of respondents reported 
“always” to the item, “There were times where I found it 
difficult to work up the initiative to do things.” (Figure 2)

In the free text response section of the survey, most students 
specifically commented that their underlying depression 
or anxiety symptoms worsened during the lock-down and 

Figure 1: Ethnicity of survey respondents.

Table 1: Mean (average) Score for each subcategory of the DASS-21 survey.

Figure 2: Number of respondents to question “There were times where I 
found it difficult to work up the initiative to do things.”
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summer of 2020 prior to the start of school. Additionally, some 
students commented that these symptoms seemed to worsen 
despite returning to school and have persisted to the present 
day. Interestingly, a small number of students surveyed com-
mented that they developed coping skills that helped them 
deal with their feeling of isolation, depression, and anxiety, and 
have continued to utilize these skills. The number of students 
who reported persistent symptoms of depression and anxiety 
far outweighed the number of students who developed coping 
skills during the May 2020 quarantine.
�   Conclusion
Prior studies that have used nationally representative 

samples have inferred that because of the COVID-19 
pandemic, anxiety and depression within adolescents have 
increased.⁷,⁸ Multiple studies have explored the increased 
symptoms of depression and anxiety within youth.⁹-¹² 
However, only a few studies have been conducted in the 
U.S. The findings in this study provide insight into how 
the COVID-19 pandemic has affected adolescents in and 
out of school in Tacoma, WA, while prior research has been 
restricted to non-specific measures of increased stress and in 
regions where the pandemic was not as severe. 

The results revealed multiple patterns. First and foremost, 
the majority of respondents were found to have features of 
anxiety, depression, and stress that fell within the extremely 
severe range as demonstrated by their high scores in these 
subcategories (see Table 1). This illustrates that the pandemic 
had a severe mental health impact on the students. For 
questions exploring the lack of motivation in students during 
the May 2020 quarantine, option 4, “always,” was endorsed 
the most. This demonstrates that multiple adolescents, 
specifically students, lost their motivation to get tasks done. 
This was perhaps due to increased depressive symptoms. In 
other studies, generalized and social anxiety symptoms seemed 
to increase during the pandemic.⁶ This was also illustrated in 
this study by the extremely severe rates of depression, anxiety, 
and stress symptoms.

This study had many strengths, including surveying a 
population of students who were severely affected by the 
pandemic and who experienced their education during 
COVID-19 using a combination of in-person and virtual 
learning environments. However, there were several 
limitations to this research study. This project was only in one 
distinct area in the United States and did not include a range 
of demographics for more well-rounded results. The survey 
was administered during the summer of 2021, and student 
summer plans and activities may have impacted responses. 
Additionally, because the research had to be conducted in 
a short period of time, only one time-point was assessed in 
the survey to evaluate their mental health symptoms during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, an additional survey 
would have to be sent out to examine how students have 
experienced symptoms at different time points during the 
pandemic. This study highlights that future research should 
focus on the relationship between COVID-19 and rates 
of anxiety and depression, and the impact on high school 
student motivation.

Across domains, pandemic experiences were associated 
with mental health and psychiatric symptoms. COVID-19 
has had an extremely severe impact on teenage mental health 
as demonstrated in this study. High school students have also 
experienced many other mental health symptoms related to 
COVID-19 which have negatively affected their ability to 
function and maintain a healthy mind-set. Virtual education 
and home confinement were associated with these symptoms 
and compounded by social isolation. In conclusion, this study 
further highlights the negative impact of COVID-19 on 
youth and adolescent mental health.  
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