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Parental Depression and Child Internalizing Symptoms: A COVID-19 Study 

Chirico Francesco* 

Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic has introduced profound stressors into the lives of families worldwide, 

affecting their mental health in unprecedented ways. This study investigates the relationship between 

parental depression and the emergence of internalizing symptoms in children during the pandemic. 

Utilizing a longitudinal approach and diverse participant demographics, the study reveals several key 

findings. First, a positive correlation exists between parental depression levels and the manifestation of 

internalizing symptoms in children. Second, the quality of parent-child interactions significantly 

influences this relationship, with emotionally supportive parenting mitigating the impact of parental 

depression. Lastly, the duration of pandemic-related stressors intensifies the connection between parental 

depression and child internalizing symptoms. These findings emphasize the complex interplay between 

parental mental health and child well-being during crises, underscoring the need for comprehensive 

family support systems. The study's insights advocate for holistic approaches to family mental health 

support as we continue to navigate the enduring challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has brought about unprecedented challenges for families worldwide. Beyond 

the immediate health concerns, the pandemic's repercussions have extended to the realm of mental 

health. One significant aspect of this impact has been the association between parental depression and 

child internalizing symptoms. This article explores the findings of a study conducted during the COVID-

19 pandemic to shed light on the connection between parental depression and the development of 

internalizing symptoms in children. 

During the pandemic, parents have been called to face unique psychological difficulties and exceptional 

levels of stress, both of which play a decisive role in shaping parenting practice. Consequently, parenting 

behavior impacts child mental health during stressful life events. There is evidence that parenting 

behavior is related to a wide spectrum of mental health issues in childhood. Notably, most of the research 

outlines that higher mental health difficulties are predicted by negative parenting behaviors, such as 

hostility and criticism, whereas positive parenting behaviors, like support and warmth, are positively 

linked with favourable developmental outcomes and negatively linked with child mental health 

problems. The study by Marchetti and colleagues reported that—during the COVID-19 pandemic—child 

hyperactivity and inattention were negatively influenced by parental verbal hostility. Furthermore, 

parent hostility and warmth were connected with distinct types of child internalizing and externalizing 

behaviors. Notwithstanding these premises, little is known regarding whether the mental health of 

parents and hostile or supportive parenting practices act as contributors to child mental health difficulties 

from before to during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The Pandemic's Toll on Mental Health 

The pandemic's prolonged duration, social isolation measures, and economic uncertainties have taken a 

toll on the mental well-being of individuals and families. Parents have faced heightened levels of stress, 

anxiety, and depression due to concerns about the virus, financial strain, and the challenges of remote 

work and homeschooling. As a result, these emotional struggles in parents can have far-reaching 

consequences, particularly when it comes to their children's mental health. 

Understanding Internalizing Symptoms 

Internalizing symptoms encompass a range of emotional and psychological difficulties that children may 

experience. These symptoms often include anxiety, depression, withdrawal, and somatic complaints. 

During the pandemic, the prevalence of internalizing symptoms in children has been on the rise, 

necessitating a closer examination of contributing factors. 

The Study: Methodology and Participants 
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The study under discussion aimed to investigate the relationship between parental depression and the 

development of internalizing symptoms in children during the COVID-19 pandemic. It utilized a 

longitudinal approach, collecting data from a diverse sample of families across various geographical 

regions. Participants included parents and their school-aged children, with assessments conducted at 

multiple time points to track changes over time. 

Findings 

Parental Depression Predicts Child Internalizing Symptoms: The study found a significant positive 

correlation between parental depression levels and the presence of internalizing symptoms in children. 

Parents experiencing higher levels of depression were more likely to have children exhibiting 

internalizing symptoms. 

Parent-Child Interaction: The quality of parent-child interactions played a crucial role. Children who had 

more supportive and emotionally available parents were less likely to develop internalizing symptoms, 

even if their parents experienced depression. 

Duration of Pandemic Stress: The study revealed that the duration of parental stress related to the 

pandemic was a key factor. Families experiencing prolonged stress due to the pandemic were more likely 

to exhibit a stronger connection between parental depression and child internalizing symptoms. 

Implications and Conclusion 

The findings of this COVID-19 study underscore the importance of recognizing the interplay between 

parental mental health and child well-being during times of crisis. It is clear that parental depression can 

serve as a predictor of child internalizing symptoms, but it is not the sole determinant. The quality of the 

parent-child relationship and the duration of stressors associated with the pandemic also play critical 

roles. 

These insights emphasize the need for comprehensive support systems for families during crises such as 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Mental health resources, parenting programs, and interventions that address 

both parental mental health and parent-child interactions are essential to mitigate the impact on 

children's emotional well-being. 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, parental depression and child internalizing symptoms have been intertwined during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, underscoring the importance of a holistic approach to family mental health 
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support. As we navigate the ongoing challenges of the pandemic, it is vital that we prioritize the mental 

well-being of both parents and children to promote healthier, more resilient families. 
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