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SUMMARY

The pandemic due to COVID-19 has had a huge psychological impact on individuals all over the world, in particular the
international literature is noting an increase in pathologies among children and adolescents adolescenti (Pappa et al. 2020, Keles et
al. 2020, Pigaiani et al. 2020, Solmi et al. 2021). Adolescence is a time when individuals observe physical changes in their bodies,
experience new interests and desires, and find themselves with greater freedom, independence and responsibility,; although variably
defined, adolescence is generally believed to begin with the onset of puberty and end with assuming social roles as adults (Dahl
2004, Spear 2000). Among the changes that the adolescent has to face are: accepting one's body, acquiring a social role, female or
male, establishing new relationships with peers of both sexes, achieving emotional independence from parents and other adults,
acquiring social behavior responsible, learn a system of values and an ethical conscience as a guide to one's behavior, develop
intellectual skills and prepare for a profession, achieve independence (Juli 2020). All this is not always easy and, many times young
people find themselves facing a tortuous path that can give rise to the onset of some mental pathologies, if we then take into account
the pandemic period we are experiencing, all this can get complicated. The data released by the Ministry of Health (2021) in the first
months of the year, highlight that in Italy today there are about three million young people suffering from Eating Disorders (ED)
with early onset before the age of 13 and the number tends to constantly increase. In 1990 Gordon spoke of Eating Disorders as a
real social epidemic both in prevalence and incidence and if the preliminary studies conducted during the last year in which we lived
the pandemic experience, confirm the increase of about 30% , in the years to come we will find an entire population of young
adolescents with dietary difficulties (Santini et al. 2020).
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly changed
our habits, making us rediscover a different dimension
of everyday life and forcing us, in a very short time, to
readjust our lifestyle. According to the European re-
gional office of the World Health Organization (2021)
the mental health of European adolescents is deterio-
rating. This is revealed by the results of a survey
conducted on over 220,000 boys and girls, between the
ages of 11 and 15; in about one third of the countries,
there is an increase in adolescents anxious for school-
related reasons, an increase in vulnerabilities and new
threats due to excessive use of the internet (Keles et al.
2020, Rodgers et al. 2020, Solmi et al. 2021). Psycho-
pathological aspects include risky sexual behaviors (at
the age of 15, 24% of boys and 14% of girls report
having had sexual intercourse), smoking and more
often alcohol abuse (20% of 15-year-olds has already
been drunk at least 2 times), a 30% increase in patho-
logical eating habits and a lowering of the age of onset
under the age of 15; moreover, adolescents play less
and less sports and are increasingly overweight, 1 in 5
adolescents (Pigaiani et al. 2020; Guessoum et al.
2020). Despite the ambiguities of definition, it is well
known that important transitions occur during this
period, including a variety of characteristic behavioral
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changes observed between species. There is an in-
crease in social behavior (Csikszentmihalyi et al.
1977), novelty and sensation seeking (Adriani et al.
1998, Stansfield & Kirstein 2006, Stansfield et al.
2004), tendencies to take risks (Spear 2000, Steinberg
2008), emotional instability (Steinberg 2005) and
impulsivity (Adriani & Laviola 2003, Chambers et al.
2003) Peer relationships become dominant and there
are greater inclinations to seek out fun and exciting
experiences (Nelson et al. 2005). The increased search
for novelty and sensation can be developmentally
adaptive, as these behaviors could improve the adoles-
cent's chances of being independent (Spear 2000). In
addition to the additional risks of normal adolescent
development, it is also the time when symptoms of a
variety of mental illnesses often arise, including mood
disorders, eating disorders, and psychotic disorders
such as schizophrenia (Paus et al. 2008, Pine 2002,
Sisk & Zehr 2005, Volkmar 1996). During adolescent
change, there is a wide range of neurobiological modi-
fications, a cascade of hormonal signals occurs that
mark the onset of puberty (Sisk & Zehr 2005), an
increase in cognitive abilities and motivational chan-
ges (Doremus-Fitzwater et al. 2009, Luna et al. 2004).
Understanding precisely how the brain develops
during adolescence and relating these changes to both
normal behavioral trends and pathological conditions
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is critically important to public health, but we must
cope with the fact that the duration of adolescence it is
not fixed, and has been lengthening and, while the
period is related to many processes of biological
development, it is partially defined according to
psychosocial and behavioral criteria. The World Health
Organization defines adolescence as the period of the
individual's life in which the beginning coincides with
the appearance of the first signs of pubertal maturation
and whose term goes beyond the end of the deve-
lopment of the body, also represents the social tran-
sition of the child to that of the adult varies in
duration, quality and meaning within different civili-
zations and social groups (WHO 2018). Several studies
agree that adolescents are a vulnerable group and are
experiencing a difficult transition in the transition to
adulthood (Swick et al. 2002, Larsen & Luna 2018,
Sturman & Moghaddam 2011). With these premises,
we understand well how the COVID-19 pandemic has
had multiple consequences on the lives of adolescents:
chronic and acute stress, concern for their families,
unexpected deaths, sudden interruption of school and
confinement at home, increased access time to the
internet and social media, interruption from social
relationships. Extensive studies agree that in times of
pandemics there is an increased risk of Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) and depression (Douglas et al.
2009). Two studies in China involving 2,091 and 285
adult individuals in the weeks following the COVID-
19 outbreak in Wuhan reported a prevalence of PTSD
of 4.6% and 7%, respectively, most commonly asso-
ciated with female gender and poor sleep quality (Liu
et al. 2020, Sun et al. 2020). Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorders, depression and anxiety are potential cata-
strophic impacts on adolescent mental health (Kar &
Bastia 2006, Yule et al. 2000, Bolton et al. 2000, Kar
2019), yes estimates that girls are twice as likely to
suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder (Garza &
Jovanovic 2017, Fan et al. 2015). We are not yet aware
of the damage that the pandemic will cause, but past
history gives us indications on the increase in suicide
rates (Brent 1995, Chan et al. 2006), on the increase in
intra-family and sexual violence (UNFPA, 2020), on
the consequences of Internet addiction with excessive
or poorly controlled worries, impulses or behaviors
regarding computer use (Shaw & Black 2008).
Samantha Brooks and colleagues at King's College
London revisiting 24 studies on the psychological
impact of quarantine found negative psychological
effects including symptoms of post-traumatic stress,
confusion and anger. The stressors included a longer
quarantine, fears of infection, frustration, boredom,
inadequate information, financial loss and stigma.
According to the review, children and adolescents
appear to be particularly at risk for PTSD (Dalle Grave
2020). Furthermore, media use, including social
media, is associated with an increased risk of eating

disorder, particularly through exposure to content
related to dietary and ideal culture, as well as food
advertising (Boswell & Kober 2016, Levine & Murnen
2009, Rodgers & Melioli 2016).

Social distancing has favored the increase in the
use of social media as a means of communication,
which can therefore increase the risk of disordered
eating. Moreover, during the pandemic, a lot of news is
devoted to the increase in the number of infections and
deaths, to health and safety issues around the world
and to the economic and social impact, as confirmed
by previous studies (Rodgers et al. 2012), exposure to
such news may contribute to increasing concern about
the physical appearance, which as is known, involve a
risk factor for the onset of eating disorders (Cuzzolaro
2014). In the emergency situation from Covid-19
among factors closely related to Eating Disorders,
extreme concern for the weight and shape of the body
is increasing, due to the increase in activities via
webcam, such as distance learning and depression that
in situations crisis can be present in a pathological way
in the individual (Salari et al. 2020) and negative mood
that in difficult situations can lead to a reduced eva-
luation of one's physical pleasantness (Bessenoff
20006). Eating Disorders, represent a group of extre-
mely complex conditions, characterized in subjects
suffering from them by abnormalities in eating
patterns, excessive concern for physical fitness and
altered perception of body image (Dalle Grave 2011,
Fairburn & Harrison 2003, Rosen - American Aca-
demy of Pediatrics 2010, Sigel 2008), precisely for this
reason, they are considered a psychiatric pathology
with complex pathogenesis, defined by various indi-
vidual and relational psychological factors, family but
also socio-cultural (Onnis 2014, Treasure et al. 2003).

AN EPIDEMIC IN THE PANDEMIC

Eating disorders are not bizarre lifestyle choices,
they are relevant mental disorders which can induce
those who suffer from them to either consume extre-
mely limited amounts of food or ,vice versa, binge eat
uncontrollably or abstain from eating for prolonged
periods of time. Early diagnosis and multidisciplinary
treatment are the only paths to undertake which can
prevent the diffusion and growth of eating pathologies.
An ED diagnosis is a remarkably relevant occurrence
that disturbs (messes up) not only the personal func-
tioning of the patients but of the entire family group.

According to the studies that have been recently
published by the Ministry of Health (2021) approxi-
mately 3 million of Italia’s young population suffers
from Nutrition and Eating Disorders (DNA), among
those 95.9% are female and 4.1% male. The incidence
of nervous anorexia amounts to at least 8§ new cases for
100.000 persons per year for females and between 0.02
and 1.4 new cases for males. That of Nervous Bulimia
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amounts at the very least to 12 new cases for 100.000
persons in a year for females and around 0.8 new cases
for 100.000 persons for males. If not identified in time
and treated accordingly eating disorders can become
chronic and, in the worst case scenario, lead to death.
Both obese and underweight individuals affected by an
eating disorder run a higher risk of developing medical
complications originated by malnourishment. Eating
disorders originate from various concatenated biolo-
gical, psychological and social factors upon which
operate other triggering factors such as particularly
stressing situations; the lockdown has favored, spe-
cifically in teenagers, the establishment of a number of
triggering factors among which: social isolation, the
uncertainty of academic prospects, the devices and
regulations of protection which has caused a forced
isolation between peers, the fear of infection often
linked to a sense of powerlessness. The cited circum-
stances and factors lead to an increase of eating
restrictions or, on the contrary, to frequent sessions of
uncontrolled eating. This results in a major focus on
body image giving space to a more prominent con-
sideration of the body, consequently of food and
exercise, and the rising of dysfunctional habits both in
excess and deficit. The impact that the Covid-19
pandemic has had on individuals suffering from eating
disorders is yet to be determined with precision,
however many studies have already registered an
increase of 30% of cases. The data collected by a
Survey and made public by the Ministry of Health
show how in the first half of 2020 230.458 new cases
have been revealed, while during the same period of
the last year the new cases were 163.547. Those are
simply temporary numbers given that the covid-19
emergency has yet to come to an end. Moreover the
male subjects that have reached for emergency care
have quadrupled during this lapse of time. Eating
Disorders, particularly Anorexia; Nervous Bulimia and
Binge Eating, are a matter of public concern given
their progressive diffusion, the premature beginning
among young people and the multifactorial and
complex etiology. It is incredibly important to identify
them and intervene promptly because, if not properly
treated, the chances of irreversible damaging of
internal organs becomes higher and, in the most severe
cases, lead to death. During the covid-19 pandemic an
increase of eating and nutrition disorders diagnosis has
been registered, with a consequent decrease of age
range (13-16 years old) and a prevailing increment of
Nervous Anorexia diagnosis While the data are at the
moment partial, they are nonetheless alarming. As a
matter of fact ED patients are considered really fragile
because of the connected psychiatric and metabolic
anomalies (Todisco et al. 2020). Such elevated vul-
nerability renders them more susceptible to stress
(Todisco et al. 2020). As reported by Termorshuizen
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and colleagues in a study conducted in the United
States and Oland, during the pandemic the restrictions
among ed patients have increased, there has been an
increase of binge eating and nervous bulimia episodes
(Termorshuizen et al. 2020). Similar statistics have
been registered by Phillipou and colleagues (Phillipou
et al. 2020). The phenomenon of ED can be viewed
like an epidemic inside the pandemic whose eating
habits are a manifestation of an internal sense of
discomfort, where the individual has lost the capacity
of responding to the stimuli of hunger and fullness in a
natural way and doesn’t follow the signals of the body
becoming a prisoner of their own mind. Eating or
avoiding food acquires a new significance which goes
beyond simple nourishment, it becomes a way of
expressing internal suffering (Fusi et al. 2020). The
relationship with food from 13 to 16 is of fundamental
importance not only for physical development but also
as a defining element of personal identity and psycho-
social autonomy (Jul 2017).

CONCLUSIONS

Contemporary psychological literature has tried to
pinpoint the post traumatic consequences of the pan-
demic among young teenagers, however the post pan-
demic psychological impact, especially on teenagers
and children, can have lasting and dangerous effects.
The enhancement of confusion, anger, depression,
anxiety, eating disorders, consume of cannabinoids and
attempted suicide, the excessive use of social media ,
alteration of the wake-sleep rhythm appear to be
strictly connected with the beginning of adolescent’s
mental pathology, who are undergoing an increase of
insecurity and lowering of protection factors, limited
social support, low emotional regulation. Such conse-
quences suggest a necessity to promptly identify the ef-
fects that the pandemic, a phenomenon that has over-
thrown the lifestyle of many, has inflicted on the mental
health. If we look at psychological disorders in general
it is possible to prove that pandemics are always asso-
ciated with the worsening of both general and specific
disorders. It appears that the tendency of expressing
one's issues or of communicating with others through
the body or somatic behaviors, which is typical to teena-
gers, is responsible for a series of disorders centered
around the body, whose biological needs (sleep, nou-
rishment) are utilized in order to express discomfort
(Juli 2018). Eating disorders have a traumatic back-
ground and the pandemic certainly is a traumatic event
for the young individuals that have found themselves
isolated from friends in a situation of distress and family
tension caused by the lockdown. As shown by figure 1,
by Rodgers and colleagues, the beginning of an ED is
favored by triggering factors that the pandemic has
inevitably adopted to fight the global emergency.



Maria Rosaria Juli, Giada Juli & Rebecca Juli: AN EPIDEPIC IN THE PANDEMIC: THE MOST DIFFICULT CHALLENGE

FOR YOUNG ADOLESCENTS

Psychiatria Danubina, 2021; Vol. 33, Suppl. 9, pp 142-147

INCREASED RISK
Media exposure
Disruption to daily activities
Social isolation

Modified Physical activity and sleep
Negative affect and fear of contagion

LOWER PROTECTIVE CAPACITY

AND ACCESS TO CARE

Social support

¥

Emotional regulation
Access to treatment and care

Eating Disorder Risk and Symptoms

Figura 1. Summary of the pathways through which the COVID-19 pandemic may increase eating disorder risk and

symptoms (Rodgers et al. 2020)

In regard to this, it has been registered, in the
patients already affected by ED a worsening of their
condition followed by an alarming increase in ER
visits caused by extreme psychological trouble, not by
chance eating disorders have been described by Russel
“pathoplastic”, that is to say they are variable dis-
orders, adaptable and flexible accordingly with histo-
rical circumstances. Putting focus on eating disorders
is significant during the historical period we are living
for various reasons: the risk of relapse or worsening of
the eating pathology, the higher risk of COVID-19
infection among those who suffer from eating dis-
orders, the possibility of the beginning of an eating
disorder ex novo or addiction tendencies, the inade-
quate offers of psychological and psychiatric treat-
ments during the covid emergency. This is why on one
hand it is necessary to plan an innovative way of
distributing treatments and of integrating standard
procedures that prevent both the eating disorders and
the fear of infection and isolation, organize and imple-
ment a specific protocol for treating a patient diagno-
sed with ED who have tested positive for COVID-19.
In order to diffuse well being and a sense of security
among teenagers it is advised to promote reassurances,
accurate information and stress reducing actions. The
World Health Organization has published recommen-
dations oriented to teenagers in order to help them cope
with the stressful situation: identify the normal emo-
tional reactions, being an active participant of dialog
and social exchange, maintain a lifestyle and relation-
ships that are healthy, avoid smoking, alcohol and other
drugs, reaching out to health operators for help when
necessary, obtain information from an accurate source,
limit the exposure to social media, develop coping
strategies to deal with emotions (WHO 2020).
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