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We welcome the Scottish Government's prioritisation of a return to in-school 
education over the reduction of other restrictions. Older children have been 
disproportionately impacted by the restrictions on their day-to-day life and this has 
had an extensive impact on their right to an education, their right to the highest 
attainable standard of health, in particular mental health, the right to development, 
the right to socialise, and the right to play, recreation, leisure and cultural life.1

The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, in General Comment 15, emphasises 
that the right to the highest attainable standard of health in Article 24 of the UNCRC 
must be understood such that "all children have the right to opportunities to survive, 
grow and develop, within the context of physical, emotional and social well-being, to 
each child's full potential".2

In General Comment 20, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child focussed on 
adolescence as a "unique defining stage of human development, characterised by 
rapid brain development and physical growth" and emphasised the increasing 
importance of "significant peer relationships as they transition from a situation of 
dependency to one of greater autonomy".3

Older children have consistently told us the restrictions on socialisation fail to take 
account of the way that their peer relationships work. While a two household limit 
may be proportionate in relation to adults, it does not take into account the fact that 
for older children their most significant peer relationships will usually be outwith their 
household and centred on a group dynamic rather than an individual one. 

It is essential to the legitimacy of decision making on maintaining or imposing 
restrictions on children, that they are part of the decision making process. Children 
are uniquely placed to explain how restrictions affect them and to help develop rules 
which will find an effective balance between protection from the transmission of the 
virus and the broader impacts. 

Children's Rights Impact Assessments should be a primary tool of decision making. 

Orben et al highlight that adolescents are at a unique period in their lives when the 
social environment is important for crucial functions in brain development, self-
concept construction, and mental health. Physical distancing measures mandated 

i Articles 28, 29, 24, 6, 15, and 31 of the UNCRC. 
2 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child. General comment No. 15 (2013) on the right of the child 
to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health (art. 24)* _para 1 
3 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child. General comment No. 20 (2016) on the implementation of 
the rights of the child during adolescence para 9 
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globally to contain the spread of COVID-19 radically reduce adolescents' 
opportunities to engage in face-to-face social contact at a time where peer 
interaction is a vital aspect of development. Even if measures are temporary, several 
months of physical distancing represents a large proportion of a young person's life 
during a sensitive period of development, so it is possible that the effects will be 
more potent than for adults.4

It is clear that development needs of children aged 12 and over cannot be met by 
school attendance alone. Independent social interaction between peers, developing 
friendships and independent support networks are, as highlighted by the UN 
Committee, important at any time. They are vital now. 

Decisions to maintain or increase restrictions on children must be necessary and 
proportionate based on scientific evidence of risk to public health, balanced against 
the clear harms done to their development. In the context of increasing rates of 
mental health problems, suicide and self harm amongst young people, as reported 
by the Scottish Governments, this has to be considered not only as a matter of right 
to development and the best available health but also of the right to life. 

In Lockdown Lowdown Phase 2, the Scottish Youth Parliament highlighted the 
significant impact both the first lockdown and subsequent tier restrictions, including 
social distancing, had on their ability to socialise with friends and on their mental 
health.6 The Mental Health Foundation, in a review of international research from this 
current and other pandemics identified loneliness as a key risk factor of lockdown for 
the mental health and wellbeing of children and young people. Their review suggests 
this could be a consequence of the loss of peer group support during this important 
developmental stage.? 

Interference with children's rights, in the context of a public health emergency, is 
permitted, so long as any interference is lawful, necessary, proportionate and time 
limited. Subjecting children aged 12 to 17 to the same restrictions on socialising out-
of-doors as adults is not proportionate, given the impact it would have on their ability 
to socialise. Unlike younger children, it is important that teenagers have the 
opportunity to socialise independent of parents and siblings, with friends their own 
age. If older children are included in the household count, a limit of 6 people from 2 
households is effectively a limit of 2 people. 

We therefore ask that 12 to 17 year olds are not subject to the same 
restrictions as adults in respect of outdoor socialising, specifically that they 
are not included in restrictions based on the number of households present. 

4 Orben, A., Tomova, L., Blakemore, S-J (2020) The effects of social deprivation on adolescent 
development and mental health The Lancet Child & Adolescent Health, 4(8), 634-640. 

5 Scottish Government (2020). Coronavirus (COVID-19): impact on children, young people and 
families - evidence summary September 2020 
6 Lockdown Lowdown Phase 2 (2020) LockdownLowdown: phase 2 - Scottish Youth Parliament 
(syp.org.uk) 
7 Mental Health Foundation (2020) Impacts of lockdown on the mental health of children and young 
people 
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Rapid Review — Evidence 

Impact on Mental Health 

Mental Health Foundation (2020) Impacts of lockdown on the mental health of 
children and young people. 

Loneliness is considered as a key risk factor of lockdown for the mental health and 
wellbeing of children and young people. A rapid review of the links between 
loneliness and mental health highlights the potential for increases in children and 
young people experiencing loneliness to link to mental health problems in children 
and young people. One survey (Office for National Statistics, April — May 2020) 
identified that 50% of 16-24 year-olds have experienced lockdown loneliness'. This 
could, as the literature suggests, be a consequence of the loss of peer group support 
during this important developmental stage where peer interaction is important for 
brain development, self-concept construction, and ultimately mental health and 
wellbeing 

Loades, M.E. et al (2020) Rapid systematic review: the impact of social isolation and 
loneliness on the mental health of children and adolescents in the context of COVID-
19 Journal of American Academy Child Adolescent Psychiatry, 59(11), 1218-1239. 

Aimed to establish what is known about how loneliness and disease containment 
measures impact on the mental health in children and adolescents. 

Social isolation and loneliness increased the risk of depression, and possibly anxiety 
at the time at which loneliness was measured and between 0.25 and 9 years later. 
Duration of loneliness was more strongly correlated with mental health symptoms 
than intensity of loneliness. 

Children and adolescents are probably more likely to experience high rates of 
depression and most likely anxiety during and after enforced isolation ends. This 
may increase as enforced isolation continues. The rapid review suggests that 
loneliness that may result from disease containment measures in the COVID-19 
context could be associated with subsequent mental health problems in young 
people. Strategies to prevent the development of such problems should be an 
international priority. 

Adolescent Development 

Orben, A., Tomova, L., Blakemore, S-J (2020) The effects of social deprivation on 
adolescent development and mental health The Lancet Child & Adolescent Health, 
4(8), 634-640. 

Adolescence (the stage between 10 and 24 years) is a period of life characterised by 
heightened sensitivity to social stimuli and the increased need for peer interaction. 
The physical distancing measures mandated globally to contain the spread of 
COVID-19 are radically reducing adolescents' opportunities to engage in face-to-face 
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social contact outside their household. Human studies have shown the importance of 
peer acceptance and peer influence in adolescence. The findings reviewed highlight 
how physical distancing might have a disproportionate effect on an age group for 
whom peer interaction is a vital aspect of development. 

In conclusion 

• This Viewpoint highlights the urgent need to consider the wellbeing and 
development of adolescents. Adolescents are at a unique period in their lives 
when the social environment is important for crucial functions in brain 
development, self-concept construction, and mental health. 

• Research on social isolation has almost entirely been carried out in animal 
models and little is known about how social deprivation affects human 
development. 

• Even if physical distancing measures are temporary, several months of 
physical distancing represents a large proportion of a young person's life 
during a sensitive period of development, so it is possible that the effects will 
be more potent than for adults. 

• Furthermore, there is little understanding on how the consequences of 
physical distancing compare with other stressors experienced by adolescents 
during the COVID-19 crisis, including economic pressures, uncertainty, and 
loss of public events marking key life stages and rites of passage. 

• Adolescent physical distancing should therefore be given urgent consideration 
by policymakers. 

Arain, M., et (2013) Maturation of the adolescent brain Neuropsychiatric Disease and 
Treatment, 9, 449-461. 

Significant progress has been made over the last 25 years in understanding the 
brain's regional morphology and function during adolescence. It is now realized that 
several major morphological and functional changes occur in the human brain during 
adolescence. 

The brain remains in an active state of development during adolescence. Particularly 
significant changes occur in the limbic system, which may impact self-control, 
decision making, emotions, and risk-taking behaviors. Neuroimaging studies have 
revealed that when interacting with others and making decisions, adolescents are 
more likely than adults to be swayed by their emotions. Because adolescents rely 
heavily on the emotional regions of their brains, it can be challenging to make what 
adults consider logical and appropriate decisions. 
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