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Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) and Mental Health for Children and Adolescents: A

National Longitudinal Multicenter Research

Prof. Yuval Bloch, Shalvata mental health center
Dr. Doron Gothelf, Sheba medical canter

COVID-19, Children and Adolescents, Mental illness, Mental treatment

Background:

Covid-19 challenges both the mental health of children and adolescents and the
accessibility to mental health services.

Objectives: To analyze differences between referrals for treatment before and during
the pandemic based on multicenter research.

Method:

In this multicenter study we analyzed separately referrals and therapy in the following
settings: Emergency-room; outpatient clinics; and psychiatric hospitalizations. We
focused on comparing months March to December 2019 to 2020.

Main Results:

There was a significant decrease in admissions to the psychiatric ER, specifically a
decline in unfamiliar patients, and in patients suffering from anxiety, depression, and
stress-related conditions. In the outpatient clinics, the activity was maintained, mainly
due to the rapid use of remote treatment. In the clinics, there was a decrease in the
number of new patients. New patients were not evaluated remotely. There was a
decrease in the number of hospitalizations, in particular patients who suffered from
diagnoses of anxiety, depression, and stress-related conditions. We identified a
marginal increase in the use of restrictions in the psychiatric adolescents wards.
Conclusions: In order to enable a response to the epidemic, the use of remote treatment
is essential, including for unacquainted patients, urgent patients, and the possibility of
conducting intensive remote treatments.

Recommendations and implications: Our finding support and encourage the central
role of remote assessment and treatment (telepsychiatry).




Executive Summary- English n p7n

Scientific Background:

Covid-19 has unique characteristics. The policy of social distancing involves,
among other things, the closure of educational frameworks. This closure and
social distancing has broad implications for children, adolescents and their
families. The longer the pandemic lasts, the further the consequences of the
change in family dynamics, social consequences and lack of social support as
well as the burden of the economic crisis effects the lives of families and
minors. (2) Changes in the order of things and specifically for children and
adolescents, the closure of schools and distant learning have a profound
effect on mental health. According to UNESCO, as of 8/4/20, schools in 188
countries have closed, bringing about 1.5 billion children, youth and young
people to a situation where they do not receive education through the
education system. (5) The education system, the educational psychological
service and the treatment mechanisms as part of the special education
system - constitute a central system in providing mental health care to
children and youth in Israel and around the world. The closure and
discontinuation of the various psychiatric treatments, therefore, has a crucial
effect on the mental state of many children and adolescents (3). The
transition to tele-psychiatry and tele-psychotherapy, which began in around
the world near the outbreak of the epidemic, is significant in reducing the gap
left in mental health care for children and adolescents during this period.
These types of treatment have been shown to be effective in the past (4).

In psychiatry, there is no objective "golden standard" such as serological tests
to characterize the disease, and therefore it is customary to base it on the

clinical measures of distress and reaching treatment.

Objectives:

To analyze differences between referrals for treatment before and during the
pandemic based on a multicenter research.

Methodology:

We analyzed separately referrals and therapy in the following settings:



Emergency-room; outpatient clinics; and psychiatric hospitalizations. We
focused on comparing months March to December 2019 to 2020.
Findings:

1. Emergency Room visits:

The rate of visits to the ER decreased significantly during 2020. In 2019, the average was
57.83 + 26.23 monthly visits to the ER. In 2020, the average was 49.63 + 20.40 monthly
visits. Unstandardized B (47) = -8.20, 95% CI = -13.25, -3.14, p =.002

The prevalence of stress-related, anxiety, and mood disorders decreased significantly from
2019 (27.9% + 16.8% of all visits) to 2020 (22.3% + 14.0%, B (168) = -0.06, 95% CI =-0.10,
-0.01, p = .017).

Another interesting finding was, higher percentage of patients had a previous history at the
clinic visiting in 2020 (in 2019, 32.5% were patients with such a history, compared to 43.5%
in 2020, ¥ = 31.35, p = 0.00).

The prevalence of visits that resulted in patient hospitalization did not change
significantly between 2019 (27.9% + 9.6%) and 2020 (26.5% + 10.4%). Nor did
the education system the patients were referred from. x?@) =0.06, p=0.81.

2. Qutpatient activity:

From March to December 2020, there was no significant difference in number of visits to
outpatient child and adolescent psychiatry clinics (n=56,633) compared to the comparator
period in 2019 (n=58,294).

The most striking difference between the two time periods is that in 2020,
17% of the visits used telepsychiatry (n=9,885). Paired T-test revealed a
significant monthly decrease in the traditional in-person activities between
2020 and 2019 (691.6 + 370.8 in 2020 vs. 809.1 + 422.8 in 2019, mean
difference=-117.5, t9)= -4.07, p=0.0002, Cohen’s d=-0.30).

Few outpatient therapies were specifically more challenging during the
pandemic, mainly group therapy and assessment of new patients. While
group therapies during 2020 were conducted remotely, using telepsychiatry,
which maintained the clinics activity (60.7 + 68.1 in 2020 vs. 80.8 £ 97.5in
2019, Z=-1.65, p=0.10, r=0.20), admissions and assessment of new patients
was only held in-person (no telepsychiatry), hence this important activity was
impaired during the pandemic year compared to 2019 (50.0 + 38.2 in 2020 vs.
62.8 + 42.9 in 2019; Z=-3.12, p= 0.002, r=0.44).

In line with this, the mean duration of being on the waiting list for an
appointment was shorter in 2020 as compared to 2019 (24.6 £ 12.6 days in



2020 vs. 38.7 £ 29.9 days in 2019, Z=-2.26, p=0.024, r=0.50). It is worth
noting that data on the waiting list was obtained from only two medical centers
(Sheba Medical Center and Shalvata).

3. Psychiatric Hospitalization:

There was a significant reduction in the number of patients that were admitted
to psychiatric wards from 2019 (Mean = SD=52.2 + 28.6 per month) to 2020
(M = SD=40.8 + 22.0; unstandardized B=-11.4, 95% CIl=-14.4 to -8.3,
p<.0001). The mean duration of the hospitalization period remained
unchanged between 2019 and 2020.

There was a significant decrease in the number of patients that were admitted
due to stress-related, anxiety, and mood disorders from 2019 (M + SD=22.3 + 9.3 per
month) to 2020 (M + SD=16.8 + 7.7; B=-5.5, 95% CI=-8.0 to -3.0, p=.0002).
Lastly, there was a significant increase in the mean duration of special
protections (2019: M + SD=4.6 £+ 1.2 hours, 2020: M £ SD=7.8 £ 0.6; B=3.1,
95% CI = 2.3 t0 4.0, p<.0001), and a marginally significant increase in the
number of restraints per month (2019: M £ SD=2.8 + 6.8, 2020: M + SD=9.0 +
14.5; Z=-1.96, Rosenthal’s r= 0.36, p=.07).

Conclusions:

In order to enable a response to the epidemic, the use of remote treatment is
essential, including for new, urgent patients, and the possibility of conducting

intensive remote treatments.

Policy Implications and Recommendations:
Support and encouragement of remote assessment and treatment
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