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Abstract
Worldwide, millions of children have missed out on early childhood education and care (ECEC) due to the closure of their 
settings during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, little is known about the socio-emotional impact of these closures on 
young children. This paper draws upon a study of 506 parents of children aged 1–10 years in Ireland who completed the 
online Play and Learning in the Early Years (PLEY) Survey during lockdown in May and June 2020. Parents responded to 
a series of questions about their child’s play, learning and development during lockdown, and described the impact of the 
restrictions on their children’s lives. The study was approved by the institutional ethics committee. Findings indicate that 
most children missed their friends, playing with other children, and the routine and structure of ECEC and school settings. 
Parents described the negative impact of the closure of these settings on their children’s social and emotional well-being, 
which they suggested, resulted in tantrums, anxiety, clinginess, boredom, and under-stimulation. However, some parents 
did report positive aspects of lockdown for their children and the family, including more time to play with siblings and a 
break from the usual routine. While the findings of the PLEY study indicate that children’s socio-emotional development 
was severely disrupted during lockdown, with a variety of negative impacts, this experience was not universal. Moreover, 
the findings suggest that families missed the nurturing environment provided by ECEC programs that supported their chil-
dren’s socio-emotional development, as well as the structure and routine afforded by their children’s participation in early 
childhood programs.
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Introduction

The global COVID-19 pandemic has had a huge impact on 
the world (e.g., Prime et al., 2020). Indeed, many countries 
around the world took unprecedented steps to prevent and 
contain spread of the virus. UNICEF (2020) for instance, 
reported that physical distancing, shutting down of non-
essential businesses, and suspension of community and 
recreation services and programmes took place in most 
countries. In addition, most countries also closed schools 
and early childhood education and care (ECEC) settings, 

playgrounds, businesses, restaurants, and recreational cen-
tres. Globally, the numbers of children affected by school 
closures alone was staggering, ranging between 1.4 billion 
children (Roberton, 2020) and 1.6 billion children in 190 
countries (i.e., approximately 90% of the world’s school 
age children) (UNESCO, 2020). Indeed, the United Nations 
(UN, 2020) noted that while children were not the face of 
the pandemic, they risked being among its biggest victims 
in terms of the potential profound effects on their wellbeing.

Much research to date has necessarily focused on the 
medical and physical health impacts of the coronavirus on 
adults and children. While previous research offers some 
general insights into the likely psychological impact of the 
restrictions on children, the nature of previous research, 
and the scale, extent, and length of the COVID-19 crisis, 
make it difficult to draw specific conclusions about effects 
of the pandemic on young children. Many researchers (e.g., 
Brooks et al., 2020; Loades et al., 2020; Orben et al., 2020; 
Townsend et al., 2020) have highlighted that the crisis and 
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restrictions are likely to have negative psychological effects 
on children (Loades et al., 2020), adolescents (Orben et al., 
2020), and parents.

For example, a recent rapid review (Brooks et al., 2020) 
examining evidence relating to the impact of quarantine and 
social isolation on psychological well-being and mental 
health in children, found mainly negative effects. However, 
none of the papers included in the review focused on young 
children. Another rapid review (Loades et al., 2020) high-
lighted the negative psychological impact of loneliness and 
social isolation on healthy children and adolescents. How-
ever, the majority of the papers in this review related to chil-
dren aged over 10, with none including children aged under 
5 years. Prime et al. (2020) note the high levels of anxiety 
and stress reported by families in Canada, and based on pre-
vious literature on adversity (such as natural disasters, war 
and economic upheaval), maintain that the consequences of 
these experiences may be longstanding. The impact on chil-
dren’s well-being when faced with such adversity depends 
largely on family relationships (e.g., Prime et al., 2020).

Given the unprecedented nature of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and widespread lockdown, it is important to gather 
empirical evidence relating to the potential psychological 
effects of the current crisis on very young children and their 
families. Published empirical research of the effects on fami-
lies is just beginning to emerge (e.g., Brom, et al., 2020; 
Spinelli, et al., 2020). For example, Spinelli et al. (2020) 
reported findings from data gathered during lockdown in 
Italy from parents, and found that parental stress and percep-
tions of quarantine were associated with children’s behav-
ioural and emotional problems. Surveys by Save the Chil-
dren (2020a) of over 6000 children and parents in the US, 
Germany, Finland, Spain, and the UK also suggest that many 
children struggled with boredom and feelings of isolation. 
The aim of the current study was to examine the evidence 
relating to the socio-emotional effects of the pandemic, gath-
ered during a period of lockdown in Ireland, and to consider 
the impact of the closure of schools and ECEC settings on 
young children.

Socio‑Emotional Development and Early Childhood 
Education and Care

Although socio-emotional development is defined in dif-
ferent ways, in general, it refers to the process through 
which children develop the ability to initiate and maintain 
trusting relationships with adults and peers; to understand 
and express emotions in appropriate ways; and to become 
independent, explore and engage with the environment and 
make responsible decisions (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012). 
In short, socio-emotional development is concerned with 
how children think, feel, and act. As noted by Berk et al. 

(2006, p. 74), “the early childhood years are a crucial time 
for the development of self-regulation — an array of com-
plex mental capacities that includes impulse and emotion 
control, self-guidance of thought and behaviour, planning, 
self-reliance, and socially responsible behaviour” (p. 74). 
Furthermore, Kostelnik et al. (2015) assert that children’s 
social and emotional development affects their overall devel-
opment and learning.

Ashdown and Bernard (2012) associate socio-emotional 
development with five core competencies: self-awareness, 
social awareness, self-management, relationship skills, and 
responsible decision-making. Moreover, social and emo-
tional skills include self-confidence, empathy, concentra-
tion, persistence, attentiveness, effective communication, 
and problem-solving (Santos et al., 2012). All of these skills 
enable children to interact positively with others, have a pos-
itive attitude toward school, and have increased academic 
performance (Ho & Funk, 2018). According to Domitrovich 
et al. (2017) children with poor socio-emotional competence 
display more challenging behaviours, including aggression, 
delinquency, and substance abuse.

Children learn about emotions and how they can be 
managed in the context of social interactions. While such 
learning begins in the home, high quality Early Childhood 
Education and Care settings are also considered to be an 
important locus for supporting children’s social-emotional 
development (e.g., Blewitt et al., 2020; Vandenbroeck et al., 
2018). Early childhood educators can promote social and 
emotional skills in the classroom by providing children with 
a safe, nurturing, and predictable environment (National 
Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA), 2009; Ho 
& Funk, 2018). In a nationally representative longitudinal 
study, parents of young children in Ireland rated children 
who attended centre-based care as having fewer emotional 
and peer problems (Russell et al., 2016) and further analy-
sis observed that non-parental childcare of any type at nine 
months was found to have a small positive effect on socio-
emotional outcomes at age five. Teachers, educators, and 
caregivers play key roles in helping children develop social 
and emotional competence (Kostelnik et al., 2015). ECEC 
settings are especially rich in opportunities that support chil-
dren to build and consolidate socio-emotional skills.

Play-based learning is particularly relevant for young 
children, providing them with relevant and meaningful 
learning opportunities (NCCA, 2009; UNICEF, 2020) 
through which they learn to cooperate and display socially 
appropriate behaviour. UNICEF (2020) posits that “play 
sets the foundation for the development of critical social 
and emotional knowledge and skills. Through play, children 
learn to forge connections with others, and to share, nego-
tiate and resolve conflicts, as well as learn self-advocacy 
skills. Play also teaches children leadership as well as group 
skills” (p. 10). In addition, children use play as a tool to 
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build resilience and coping skills, “as they learn to navigate 
relationships and deal with social challenges” (p. 10). It is 
widely acknowledged that this increased social competence 
is associated with more considerate behaviour, friendliness, 
conflict resolution, and peer acceptance (e.g., Elias & Berk, 
2002; Singer & Singer, 2004).

As indicated, ECEC results in many benefits for young 
children’s learning and development, and in particular, it 
supports their emerging socio-emotional development. From 
a bio-ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 
2006) schools and ECEC facilities are important settings 
in which children develop physically and psychologically. 
These settings interact with the microsystem of the home 
environment to support children’s development. Many 
other individual factors also affect young children’s soci-
oemotional development. For example, Russell et al., (2016) 
identified children’s health, gender, and a range of family 
and socioeconomic factors as having an impact on young 
children’s socio-emotional development also. The current 
research focuses on wider factors that may have affected 
socio-emotional development, namely the COVID-19 crisis, 
which affected children and families on a global scale.

As mentioned earlier, millions of children have missed 
out on ECEC due to the closure of their settings during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In the case of Ireland, these facilities 
closed with one day’s notice in March 2020 and continued to 
be closed for months, causing major disruptions for chil-
dren and parents. Little is known about how these closures 
affected children and families during this time. As the lock-
down was an unprecedented experience, investigating the 
experiences of families and gaining parental insights into the 
impact of the closures on their young children was deemed 
valuable. This paper draws upon data gathered online from 
parents during the initial period of lockdown in Ireland, and 
provides insights into the socio-emotional impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis on young children.

Method

This section describes how the study was undertaken, pro-
viding details of the online parental-report Play and Learn-
ing in the Early Years (PLEY) Survey. The survey consisted 
of three sections and asked a wide range of questions about 
children’s play, learning, and development, including ques-
tions related to children missing ECEC, school and other 
children, which are the focus of this paper, and described 
in more detail below. Many questions on the survey were 
drawn directly from the longitudinal Growing Up in Ire-
land Study (McCrory et al., 2013; Williams et al., 2019), 
adapted from previous research, or developed specifically 
for the PLEY Survey (e.g., questions relating to the impact 
of the COVID-19 restrictions). The survey was open to par-
ticipants for two weeks from May 21 through June 3, 2020. 

At this time in Ireland, early childhood education and care 
settings and schools had been closed since March 13th, with 
the announcement of these closures made by the government 
on March 12th.

Additional national restrictions were put in place in Ire-
land on March  27th, when the Irish government directed that 
all citizens must stay at home except in specific circum-
stances (e.g., travel to and from essential work, shop for 
food and, attend medical appointments) and practice social 
distancing (i.e., remain 2 m apart in all public spaces). 
Adults and children could leave their home for brief physi-
cal exercise, but only within 2 km of their home (RTE News, 
2020 (Ireland’s National Public Service Media)). This limit 
was extended to 5 km on May 1st and to 20 km on June 
8th. A Road Map for Reopening Ireland, published on May 
18th, which proposed a phased re-opening of the country 
up to August, 2020 (Government of Ireland, 2020), with 
some ECEC settings reopening June 29th, and schools plan-
ning to reopen in late August or early September 2020 (the 
typical reopening period in Ireland after summer holidays).

Materials

The first section of the survey, with which this paper is con-
cerned, explored the impact of the COVID-19 restrictions 
on children’s play, learning and activities (e.g., amount of 
time per day spent on screens or in outdoor play). Parents 
were also presented with a series of statements relating to 
the impact of the restrictions on their child and asked to 
rate their agreement with each statement on a 5 point Likert 
scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). The fol-
lowing four statements related to their child missing ECEC, 
school, and friends: (1) My child misses childcare, (2) My 
child misses school, (3) My child misses friends, and (4) 
My child misses playing with other children. In addition 
to the quantitative data collected, the survey instrument 
included an open-ended question which allowed parents to 
provide information in response to a question asking them to 
describe the biggest change to their child’s play or activities 
as a result of the COVID-19 crisis. These responses were 
important in gaining deeper insights into what Marshall and 
Rossman (2006) refer to as the individual lived experiences 
of study participants during this unprecedented ‘lockdown’ 
time.

Procedure

Parents with young children were recruited through newspa-
per advertisements and also through social media platforms, 
including Twitter and Facebook. Information about the study 
was shared with schools, parenting networks, early years’ 
organisations and centres, and parents of young children 
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who are active on social media. Those parents in turn shared 
this information with their contact networks by retweeting, 
posting, or forwarding information. Information about the 
survey and a link to it was also available on the Government 
of Ireland Parent’s Centre (2020) webpage while the survey 
was open, and it was also shared on social media by the 
Government of Ireland’s Department of Children and Youth 
Affairs (DCYA).

Participants completed the online survey via Qualtrics™ 
software (Qualtrics, 2019), after expressing initial interest 
in the survey by clicking on the advertised link. Prior to 
giving their informed consent to participate, participants 
were provided with detailed information about the survey 
and what was involved in completing it. Parents completed 
most of the demographic questions first, followed by the 
questions about the impact of COVID-19 on play, learning, 
and development, in the three sections of the survey. The 
study, which was granted ethical approval by the institutional 
ethics board, took approximately 20 min to complete.

Participants

The participants were recruited using non-probability con-
venience sampling. The final sample consisted of 506 par-
ticipants1 (92.9% mothers, 5.9% fathers, 1.2% other; Mean 
Age = 40.36 years; SD = 4.81). The participants’ children 
ranged in age between 1 year and 3 months and 10 years 
and 11 months (49.6% female, 49.8% male, 0.6% unspeci-
fied; 82.8% had siblings, and 71.3% were breastfed). The 

mean age of the children was 6.41 years (SD = 2.44). How-
ever, for the purpose of this paper, from an early childhood 
perspective, the findings will mainly focus more specifically 
on children aged 8 and under (n = 382).

The majority of participants were from Ireland (95.8%), 
with the remaining participants from the United Kingdom 
(2%), other parts of the world (1.2%), or did not identify 
where they were from (1%). Most parents had a third level/
university education (84%) and indicated that they were 
working (61.1% fulltime; 22.1% part time), while most 
of the remainder indicated they were on leave or looking 
after family (14.7%). However, the majority of participants 
(85.7%) also indicated that their work situation had changed 
because of the COVID-19 crisis, with 71.7% working from 
home, and 11.8% temporarily not working (furloughed) due 
to business closure because of the COVID-19 restrictions.

Results

Both the quantitative and qualitative data indicated that 
young children were missing many aspects of their lives dur-
ing lockdown, including their ECEC setting, their school, 
their friends and playing with other children (see Table 1). 
The majority of parents (90%) agreed that their child missed 
their friends. Additional analyses indicated the gender and 
age of the children affected some aspects of missing out. 
For example, girls had higher scores than boys for miss-
ing school, U = 15,894, N = 385, p = 0.014, and for miss-
ing their friends, U = 26,986, N = 501, p = 0.003. There 
were no significant gender differences for missing playing 
with other children, U = 29,155, N = 503, p = 0.123, or for 
missing childcare, U = 9959, N = 287, p = 0.701. Younger 
children (aged 1–5 years) had significantly higher scores 
for missing ECEC than children aged 6 and over, U = 6850, 
N = 283, p < 0.001, although they had lower scores for miss-
ing friends, U = 23,339, N = 493, p < 0.001. The quantitative 
data were also analysed to compare the responses for chil-
dren that had siblings to those that were an only child, but 
no significant differences in responses were found between 
the two groups, all p’s > 0.05.

Table 1  Descriptive statistics for quantitative variables

Survey item Percentage of par-
ents agreeing (%)

Mean (SD) total Mean (SD) girls Mean (SD) boys Mean (SD) age 
1–5 years

Mean 
(SD) age 
6–10 years

Misses friends 90 4.46 (0.88) 4.54 (0.87) 4.39 (0.87) 4.26 (.99) 4.58 (0.76)
Misses playing with 

other children
87 4.42 (0.99) 4.46 (1.00) 4.38 (.98) 4.32 (1.08) 4.48 (0.93)

Misses school 81 4.16 (1.12) 4.31 (0.98) 3.99 (1.23) 4.09 (1.14) 4.19 (1.08)
Misses childcare 55 3.41 (1.32) 3.44 (1.34) 3.40 (1.30) 3.80 (1.19) 3.11 (1.34)

1 An additional 47 participants completed the initial demographic 
questions, but did not respond to any other parts of the survey and 
it was therefore not possible to include them in further analyses. 
Another 11 participants also had children aged outside the target 
age range of birth to 10 years old, and were therefore excluded from 
further analyses. The final sample of 506 participants was compared 
with those who just completed the demographic section to investigate 
whether they differed in terms of parent gender or age, or child gen-
der or age, presence of siblings or breastfeeding. Of these variables, 
the age of the parent was the only variable that significantly predicted 
the participants’ rate of completion. Participants were more likely to 
complete the survey if they were over 37 years of age.
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The qualitative data were analysed through a process of 
thematic analysis. Given that these data were exploring a 
new phenomenon, predetermined themes were not identi-
fied. Instead, the data were analysed to gain the perspectives 
or multiple realities of the parents in this study (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006, 2013). Through the thematic analysis pro-
cess, key themes were identified by the researchers. Two 
researchers individually immersed themselves in the quali-
tative responses from parents. Each response was treated as 
a unit of analysis. Through an iterative process of reading 
and rereading responses, the coders identified key themes 
and sub-themes, independently of each other. There was a 
high level of inter-rater reliability between the two coders, 
prior to discussing the themes that emerged. Examples of 
each theme and sub-theme were reviewed and considered.

Theme saturation was achieved through reading and 
rereading, and full agreement was reached through discus-
sion. Both coders determined and agreed which parts of the 
data were key representations of the identified themes and 
these are presented below. These themes included: ‘miss-
ing’ from a structural perspective (early childhood educa-
tion and school, activities, structure, routine) and ‘missing’ 
from a relational perspective, as a lack of interaction was 
another key theme. Another key theme to emerge from the 
data related to the socio-emotional impact that the lockdown 
had on children and their parents, with both negative and 
positive effects noted by parents.

From a structural perspective, many parents mentioned 
how the children missed the routine and structure provided 
by the early childhood or school setting. Noting that her 
3-year-old daughter “has gone to the childcare setting since 
she was 6 months”, one parent articulated how her little 
girl “strongly misses the social aspect of it, the routine and 
all the activity”. Although this parent had provided “paint, 
playdough etc.”, and they “make things together at home”, 
her daughter “has said she has more fun painting and creat-
ing with her friends. She is very sociable”. Another parent 
stated that her 7-year-old daughter “definitely misses her 
school friends and the routine of school”.  Another noted her 
5-year-old son was “[n]ot going out as much, usually he 
loved going to school as he needs routine”.

From a relational perspective, a lack of interaction promi-
nently emerged across the qualitative data, with terms such 
as ‘lonesomeness’, ‘alone’, ‘isolation’, and lack of ‘interac-
tion’ featuring regularly. One parent noted the difficulties for 
her 2-year-old daughter, and for herself. As indicated in the 
following commentary, these difficulties ranged from lack 
of family support and friends to overall absence of routine 
and structure for her daughter, “Not having other children 
(friends or cousins) to play with, which is especially chal-
lenging as I also have a baby who was just 7 weeks old when 
lockdown began. I’m breastfeeding him and have no fam-
ily support during the day so my attention is torn between 

the two. She finds this very difficult. She misses her classes 
(Sensory Play class and gymnastics) and regular playdates 
(would have been probably twice a week on average) as well 
as all of the activities she would have been doing at crèche”.

This sense of missing out on activities and on interaction 
with other children was also reported by parents in relation 
to their school-going children. One parent noted in relation 
to their 4-year-old son that “The biggest change has been 
having no school and friends around to play with or come 
over to our house”. This parent described the effect upon 
her son, describing how he repeatedly questioned returning 
to school, having friends to his house to play and when the 
virus would finish. In the words of the parent, he “is con-
stantly asking when he can go back to school. When can he 
have friends over to play? When will the virus be over? He 
absolutely loves school and learning and I do worry about 
when he goes back, if things are crazy different it could put 
him off.”

The relationship between children missing ECEC, school, 
their friends, and/or the routine provided by their setting, 
and the socio-emotional and behavioural effects of miss-
ing out on these aspects of their lives was evident across 
the qualitative responses. Parental concerns about their 
child’s social-emotional behaviour were noted in many of 
the responses. One parent whose 2-year-old daughter “was 
attending crèche” described her as “very out-going and loved 
seeing her friends” prior to lockdown. As a result of lock-
down however, her daughter “has become very very attached 
to mum and is cautious at first when she sees some one out 
of the family home. Before the virus she used to be so outgo-
ing.” A parent of a 3-year-old girl said she was “more sub-
dued and wants to go to bed more often”. Another parent of 
a 3-year-old boy described him as “very spaced out, not the 
same child at all”, while a parent of a 4-year-old boy stated 
“he’s sad and less willing to share”. Commenting on their 
5-year-old son, another parent noted that while “they play 
more at home as they aren’t in playschool…emotionally [he 
is] a lot more demanding and his behaviours have reverted 
to that of a younger child”. This parent also alluded to how 
the closure of external services also affected the child, who 
“had speech issues which had much improved after speech 
therapy”. During the lockdown however, the child’s speech 
“has also regressed.”

These emotional and behavioural effects were also pre-
sent in older children missing out on school, with one parent 
stating that her 7-year-old child was “Missing friends and 
school so tantrums are regular and bedtime is disrupted”, 
while another parent described her 7-year-old son as suffer-
ing from “[i]solation and anxiety. He misses the routine of 
school. He misses meeting his friends”. A parent of 6-year-
old noted that “behavioural issues are magnified” while a 
parent of a 7-year-old girl mentioned her daughter’s “[l]ack 
of energy, all the down time has brought her interest and 
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mood down”. Another parent of an 8-year-old boy said “He 
has become very moody and lazy”.

In addition to the impact on children, parents’ responses 
pointed to how the closure of ECEC and school settings 
affected parents’ own socio-emotional states. The difficul-
ties in working from home while simultaneously providing 
care for their child were often noted. One parent, for exam-
ple, noted that her 2-year-old son was “A bit more clingy to 
me and wanting me to be involved in the play especially at 
times I’m trying to balance working from home while pro-
viding care to him and his older sister”. Another parent of a 
3-year-old stated that “Being taken from friends in crèche/
playschool and staying away from cousins has been very 
difficult”. For this parent, the fact that both parents were 
“working full time from home has been extremely hard and 
challenging with child constantly asking to be played with 
and not understanding the demands and stress of work. It is 
truly a desperate situation and I feel the pressure on working 
parents and impact on kids has been downplayed and not 
sufficiently acknowledged”.

Parents also highlighted how screens were being used as 
a ‘digital babysitter’ to replace the care and education usu-
ally provided in an ECEC setting. One parent of a 2-year-
old stated, “We are working at home so we can’t dedicate 
100% of our time to her so she ends up watching a lot of TV. 
She used to go to crèche, so this was not a usual situation”, 
while another said “She is in front of the TV for 5–6 h per 
day because I have to work. Before this she was in crèche 
with 9 other children”. Although this parent of a 2-year-
old girl takes “occasional short breaks to play” with her 
daughter, she claims that “she often looks bored and under 
stimulated”. Some parents also felt “horrible” about using 
screens to keep their child occupied. For example, a parent 
of a 1-year-old stated, “We need to use the TV as entertain-
ment while we work so he watches far more TV than we are 
comfortable with. And he does everything glued to the TV 
now which is a horrible feeling as a parent”, while the parent 
of a 2-year-old noted, “Because both parents have to work 
from home her screen time had increased from about 1 h a 
day to (god this hurts to say) about 4 h a day”.

While most parents commented on the negative effects 
of the lack of early education and care, several respondents 
commented on the positive impact of lockdown on young 
children and families. As such, these parents identified posi-
tive relationships among siblings and the lack of routine and 
structure as being particularly positive, with one parent of a 
5-year-old, describing lockdown as “a break from the daily 
grind”. A parent of a 1-year-old noted that their son had 
“[m]ore outdoor play as he has more freedom at home than 
at childminders”, while another said her 3 year old had “[m]
ore time to play at home, not having to run and race places 
and not being in crèche”.

This was also evident with older children. For instance, 
a parent of a 6-year-old stated her child had “[m]ore time 
to play with toys and play outside now compared to school/
activities pre Covid”. Likewise, the parent of an 8-year-old 
noted their child had “[m]ore freedom- being allowed to just 
be. We have not placed a huge emphasis on structured learn-
ing allowing them to explore for themselves”. One parent 
also noted benefits for their 4-year-old’s child’s language: 
“Lots of one-to-one time with parents and his younger sister 
at home. His language has improved noticeably, he has had 
no ill-health whatsoever and he has loads of adventures and 
treasure hunts/picnics in a local forest/hillfort”.

Discussion

The findings of this study provide empirical evidence of the 
socio-emotional impact of the COVID-19 crisis on young 
children, demonstrating both positive and negative effects. 
Triangulation of the findings from the quantitative and quali-
tative data provided by parents suggested that most children 
were ‘missing’ their ECEC settings and schools. Findings 
from the qualitative parental responses for children indicates 
that children missed the routine, structure and activities 
provided by these early childhood settings and schools. As 
reported, parents also indicated that their children experi-
enced a lack of interaction and missed peer relationships 
with friends and other children in the early childhood setting 
or school.

These findings are consistent with the results of a global 
Save the Children survey, in which parents described how 
more than half of the children surveyed (56%) who were 
not in contact with their friends, reported that they were 
less happy and more worried than before (Save the Chil-
dren, 2020a). When children play freely with other chil-
dren, they cooperate and learn to work together (Howard 
& McInnes, 2013; Singer et al., 2006) and they get to both 
express and listen to the opinions and ideas of their peers 
(Fantuzzo et al., 1998). Interaction with other children sup-
ports many aspects of socio-emotional development, and the 
imposed restrictions severely disrupted these opportunities 
for interaction.

Parents also had concerns for their child’s socio-emo-
tional development now and in the future, with some par-
ents describing anxiety, clinginess, isolation and low mood. 
These findings are consistent with the findings of further 
surveys conducted by Save the Children in the US and 
Europe. The results of these surveys indicated that children 
reported feeling “anxious, bored and fearful”. Half of chil-
dren interviewed in the US were worried, while a third felt 
scared, and a quarter of the children reported feeling anxious 
(Save the Children, 2020b). The findings from the current 
study, and from others internationally, suggest that some 
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young children may need additional support in overcoming 
some of the negative impacts of the COVID-19 crisis on 
their socio-emotional development. The findings from the 
quantitative data also indicate that certain individual factors 
such as the gender or age of the child may also be important 
in considering how the child was affected, and potentially 
what additional supports may be needed.

Supporting consistent relationships is a key indicator of 
quality in early childhood education and care settings and is 
highlighted in Irish policy and legislation. In the guidelines 
for reopening of early childhood education and care settings 
in June 2020, the Irish government stressed the importance 
of a child-centred approach, effective communication with 
parents, and the use of play pods (Department of Children 
and Youth Affairs (DCYA), 2020). The play pod model 
restricts interactions between closed groups of children and 
adults as an alternative to social distancing, which is not 
possible with young children. As such, play pods facilitate 
infection control by reducing excess contacts but also help 
to maintain effective relationships. According to the DCYA 
(2020, p. 2), “’Play-pods’ develop a cohesive, consistent 
group of children who feel safe”. The ‘pod’ system was also 
implemented in Irish schools both to keep the number of 
interactions to a reasonable number in an indoor setting, 
while also helping to support relationships after almost six 
months of school and ECEC closures. This national pol-
icy for the reopening of these care and education settings 
highlights the importance of wider macrosystem influences 
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) on supporting child devel-
opment as restrictions ease around the world.

While the findings show the varied negative impacts on 
young children, the current study also indicates the impact 
of the closure of schools and ECEC settings on parents as 
well. Some parents made reference to their own emotional 
state and the challenges of balancing work and home life 
during this period of lockdown. The majority of respondents 
in this study were mothers and the findings are consistent 
with those of Lagomarsino et al. (2020) who reported that 
Italian mothers had similar difficulties in reconciling work 
commitments, family, and domestic duties, particularly with 
children aged from birth to six. There appear to be greater 
impacts for mothers than fathers in terms of balancing work, 
domestic and caring responsibilities (Lagomarsino et al., 
2020) and this has highlighted gender inequalities in divi-
sion of labour within the home in Italy (Balenzano et al., 
2020). Furthermore, Balenzano et al. (2020) found that the 
experience of lockdown and working from home was stress-
ful for many parents.

These findings are consistent with previous research 
which shows that social factors have a role to play in psy-
chological development and family functioning. For exam-
ple, Belsky (1984) proposes that the social environment and 
social support influence the parent–child relationship. Parent 

characteristics such as mental health, anxiety, or depres-
sion, and a child’s own characteristics are important too. 
For example, Giallo et al. (2013) found that parents had less 
parental involvement when they had health issues, were in 
high distress, lacked social support, had troubled relation-
ships, or when their child had a difficult temperament. Any 
or a combination of these factors, such as those reported by 
parents in the current study, could limit parental interactions 
and involvement in supporting their child’s play, learning, 
and development as they strive to meet the child’s basic 
care needs, particularly while also juggling working from 
home. The COVID-19 crisis and resulting lockdown had 
a significant impact on the social environment of families 
and the typical supports available to parents to care for their 
children (Spinelli et al., 2020), emphasising the importance 
of wider societal and cultural influences on children’s socio-
emotional development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).

However, our findings suggest that some parents viewed 
the lockdown period, and the associated lack of structure 
or routine, as having a positive effect in terms of the child’s 
socio-emotional development. They noted the increased 
opportunities and time to play with siblings, to play alone, 
and to play outdoors. It may be the case that some of the 
parents that reported positive experiences had settled into a 
new routine after two months of lockdown and their young 
child had adapted well to the change in circumstances and 
lack of early childhood care or education. Balenzano et al. 
(2020) also observed some Italian families reported positive 
outcomes in terms of cohesion that resulted from spend-
ing increased time together indoors. These families demon-
strated resilience and the capacity to cope with family stress 
and adjust to lifestyle changes.

Implications of the Findings

Prime et al. (2020) in their conceptual framework for resil-
ience and well-being highlighted the importance of fam-
ily processes which may act as a buffer against the emo-
tional impact of COVID-19, as well as promoting resilience 
through close relationships and shared family beliefs. The 
findings from the current study highlight the non-homoge-
nous nature of the experiences of families and how they were 
impacted by lockdown. As governments globally provide 
additional supports for children, parents, and families to sup-
port the socio-emotional development and mental health of 
children, it is important to consider individual differences 
in experiences, and the many other factors that influence 
perceptions of those experiences. We recommend that each 
child’s unique experience of the pandemic be taken into 
account in tailoring supports to the areas in which they faced 
the greatest challenges (e.g., support for behavioural issues, 
language delays, social interactions).
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It is also important to consider the implications of the 
findings reported in this paper relating to how the COVID 
restrictions affected young children’s social-emotional 
development in ECEC. In this regard, schools and early 
childhood settings can provide a secure safe base for young 
children, enabling them to re-establish relationships with 
their teachers and their peers. As the discourse of ‘learning 
loss’ gathers momentum, in the context of early childhood 
education specifically, teachers must prioritise children’s 
mental health and social-emotional development through 
relational pedagogy. Opportunities for play are paramount 
so that young children can develop critical social and emo-
tional skills, build resilience, and develop coping skills to 
deal with adverse situations (National Scientific Council on 
the Developing Child, 2015). The role and response of early 
childhood educators is, therefore, critical.

We recommend that early childhood teachers and policy 
makers embrace ‘slow pedagogy’ and ‘slow knowledge’, 
within a system which should be characterised by listening 
(Clark, 2020); the antithesis of the ‘hurried child’ (Elkind, 
1987). We urge early childhood teachers to find the rhythm 
of the children they are working with, to listen deeply, 
observe deeply, and connect deeply with children. We rec-
ommend reading slowly; playing slowly, snacking slowly, 
and walking slowly as a means of facilitating the natural 
rhythms of the child’s physiology. As noted by Clark (2020), 
slow has become the new urgent.

Limitations, Strengths, and Future Research

The findings from this study provide insights into the experi-
ences of children and their parents during the initial COVID-
19 crisis lockdown in Ireland, when early childhood care 
and education settings were closed. However, it is important 
to note the limitations of the study when considering the 
findings, including the generalisability of the findings. For 
example, the sample is a volunteer sample of mainly well-
educated and employed Irish parents. It may be the case that 
families with other characteristics, living in more challeng-
ing and adverse circumstances, or based in other countries, 
had quite different experiences of the period of lockdown. 
Additionally, different countries around the world imple-
mented COVID-19 restrictions in different ways, in terms 
of the closure of schools, crèches, and workplaces, which 
may affect family experiences. For example, some countries 
had shorter periods of complete school closures (e.g., UK) 
or fewer restrictions on citizens (e.g., Sweden), while others 
had more restrictions (e.g., Spain, where children were not 
permitted to go outside their homes for approximately six 
weeks in March and April 2020).

Furthermore, future research should also explore the 
experiences of all family members directly. During lock-
down it was not feasible to gather data in person, due to 

the restrictions in place. Mothers were the main respond-
ents to the PLEY survey, and thus it is important that the 
perspectives of fathers, and of young children themselves, 
are ascertained in subsequent studies, and through multi-
ple means, such as interviews and observations, as well as 
through surveys. However, a strength of the current study 
is that parents responded in real-time, while they were in 
lockdown, while future studies may have to rely on recall of 
the experience. The combination of both quantitative and 
qualitative data on this topic also provide rich insights into 
family experiences during this time. Future research might 
further explore children’s experiences of missing ECEC, the 
socio-emotional impact of their return to ECEC, the impact 
of ‘play pods,’ and the perceptions of ECEC professionals 
regarding the effect of the lockdown and the restrictions on 
young children.

Conclusion

The changes parents described as a result of the COVID-19 
lockdown are reflective of their own individual experiences 
but many commonalities were found in these experiences 
too, relating to the importance of schools and ECEC settings 
for young children and their families. These commonali-
ties include children missing their activities, routines, and 
friends at school and childcare, as well as the parental stress 
of juggling working from home along with increased child-
care and education responsibilities. The findings from the 
PLEY study give insights into the socio-emotional impact 
of the COVID-19 lockdown on young children and their 
parents, and provide a foundation for future research on this 
topic.
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