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Abstract

The Covid-19 pandemic has spread rapidly across the globe resulting in
widespread illness and deaths. Mitigation measures including severe
lockdowns have been implemented in many countries including Malaysia,
resulting in negative psychological effects on the population in general but
more so in children who are especially vulnerable. School closures and social
isolation has resulted in disruption of normal routines and social
infrastructures leaving a deleterious effect on the mental wellbeing of
children. Children of front liners have an added risk due to the physical or
mental absence of parental companionship during the pandemic. Here we
report a case highlighting the negative psychological impact of the Covid-19
pandemic on a young male child with front liner parents manifesting as
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Dermatitis artefacta.
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Introduction

The novel coronavirus, SARS CoV-2 first
caused a respiratory outbreak in Wuhan,
China in late December 2019. It has since
swept across the globe and in barely 6
months, afflicted more than 5 million people
with the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-
19) and leaving a trail of deaths. Numerous
countries have implemented lockdown
measures to mitigate its spread and with
these, travels were halted, schools and
businesses were closed overnight. In
Malaysia, the Movement Control Order
(MCO) was implemented on 18th March

2020 with strict restrictions on movement
and the public told to 'stay at home' [1].
Such radical disruptions to the normal
routines of daily life can cause mental
deterioration of the general public. Children
are not spared, and the negative
psychological impacts of any pandemic are
being increasingly recognised [2, 3].
Dermatitis  artefacta is a  factitious
psychological skin disorder that is rarely
reported in children [4, 5]. We report a case
of Dermatitis artefacta in a young male child
with front liner parents consequent to the
negative psychological impact of the Covid-
19 pandemic.



MJP Online Early

Case Report

A healthy 9-year old boy presented with
sudden onset of spontaneous bruises initially
affecting his right, then his left upper limb
over two days. The child was otherwise
systemically well with no history of fever,
preceding infection, or trauma. He did not
have gum bleeding, epistaxis, or other
bleeding tendencies. Neither the child nor
his parents could explain the origin of the
bruises.

Physical examination was normal apart from
the said bruises and the child well thrived.
He had multiple well-defined oval-shaped
ecchymoses of varying sizes (average of 2.5
cm x 1.5 cm) in a symmetrical linear pattern
over the flexor aspects of both arms and
forearms. He also had two ecchymoses over
his anterior chest wall (each about 3 x 2 cm)
located one centimetre above each nipple.
There were no other ecchymoses and no
signs of trauma to his oral cavity or perianal
region. His full blood count and coagulation
profile were normal.

Both parents are law enforcement officers
who were on frontline duty battling the
Covid-19 pandemic for the 5 weeks prior to
his presentation, whilst he was cared for by
his 12-year old brother. He was initially
suspected to have been physically abused by
his elder brother but the development of new
bruises whilst hospitalised alone overnight
revealed that it was self-inflicted supporting
the diagnosis of Dermatitis artefacta. A
psychiatric assessment exposed increasing
family conflicts with frequent parental
arguments due to work stress and changes in
work schedules disrupting their daily
routines and childcare arrangements. There
were also minor elements of bullying by the
elder sibling. The boy admitted being
distressed by the parental quarrels and
worried about the consequences of potential
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parental separation.
Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first
case of Dermatitis artefacta reported in a
child associated with the psychological
consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic.
Dermatitis artefacta (DA) is a factitious
disorder where skin lesions are self -
inflicted to cope with an unconscious
emotional or psychological need, often with
hidden secondary gain [4, 5].

DA predominantly affects young adult and
teenage females but is rare in children
especially under the age of 8 years [6-8].
Thus, our patient is atypical for DA in terms
of age and gender. However, the purpuric
nature in the absence of bleeding disorders
and the isolated symmetrical linear pattern
of skin lesions over easily accessible body
sites are clues of this diagnosis [7, 8]. Whilst
skin lesions may sometimes be inflicted out
of curiosity or in response to peer pressure
in normal children, DA may be a 'cry for
help' in children enduring unbearable
psychological stress as exemplified by our
patient [7].

The negative psychological impacts of any
pandemic are well known and children are
known to be more vulnerable when
compared to adults [2]. The Covid-19
pandemic is no exception having mandated
MCO in Malaysia [1]. Social isolation
during such lockdowns may lead to stress,
grief, depression, anxiety, and adjustment
disorders in children [2, 9]. Mandatory
school closures have also resulted in a loss
of essential psychological support from their
peers [10, 11]. Basic childhood tools which
are normally required for resilience building
especially in adversity such as maintenance
of normal routines and social infrastructures
are disrupted leaving children with a sense
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of unpredictability and insecurity [2, 12].

In such times, a caring adult often in the
form of parents, is necessary to provide
support, honest and sensitive information,
and to ease the stress of the pandemic [12,
13]. Parental companionship is indeed vital
for the psychological development and well-
being of any child [14]. Unfortunately for
our patient, the parental companionship was
absent as both parents are front liners, who
not only had to continue working but also
for longer hours and with revised working
schedules disrupting their usual childcare
arrangements. When parents are absent,
other adults such as grandparents or
extended family members may take on this
role but due to the MCO, this was also not
possible as social support and extended
families were kept apart.

Even when parents are not working, the
parent-child relationship is often altered by
their professional roles. Some front liners
choose to distance themselves from their
families due to fear of contamination or
there may be no hugging or sleeping
together even when home [2]. Parents
themselves may also be under stress as seen
in our patient, and suffer from anxiety,
depression, or insomnia [15]. This change in
parental mental status may be perceived as a
threat to the child which can lead to further
anxiety [12]. Parents may also fail to detect
or respond to clues and distress signals from
their children due to their own fatigue or
pre-occupation with Covid-19 [16]. Children
may also have fears of their parents being
infected or dying.

Conclusion

We have shown that the Covid-19 pandemic
can have significant impact on the
psychological well-being of children even
after a short period and can manifest as
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dermatitis artefacta. The absence of parental
companionship should be considered a
significant risk factor for children of front
liners and merit further attention.
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