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The following guidance, recommendations, and resources are provided by child

trauma experts at Child Trends and the Child Trauma Training Center at the

University of Massachusetts. The Center is housed at the University of

Massachusetts with Child Trends as the lead evaluating agency, with funding from

SAMHSA and the National Child Traumatic Stress Network and additional support

from HRSA.

While the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) currently reports that

the risk of exposure to COVID-19 is low for young Americans, research on natural

disasters makes it clear that, compared to adults, children are more vulnerable to

the emotional impact of traumatic events that disrupt their daily lives. This

resource offers information on supporting and protecting children’s emotional

well-being as this public health crisis unfolds.

Amidst the COVID-19 outbreak, everyday life has changed and will continue to

change for most people in the United States, often with little notice. Children may

struggle with significant adjustments to their routines (e.g., schools and child care

closures, social distancing, home confinement), which may interfere with their

sense of structure, predictability, and security. Young people—even infants and

toddlers—are keen observers of people and environments, and they notice and

react to stress in their parents and other caregivers, peers, and community

members. They may ask direct questions about what is happening now or what
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https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/symptoms-testing/share-facts.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fabout%2Fshare-facts.html
https://www.nctsn.org/what-is-child-trauma/trauma-types/disasters
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/

will happen in the future and may behave differently in reaction to strong feelings

(e.g., fear, worry, sadness, anger) about the pandemic and related conditions.

Children also may worry about their own safety and the safety of their loved ones,

how they will get their basic needs met (e.g., food, shelter, clothing), and

uncertainties for the future.

In addition to keeping children

physically safe during the COVID-19

pandemic, it is also important to care

for their emotional health.

While most children eventually return to their

typical functioning when they receive consistent

support from sensitive and responsive

caregivers, others are at risk of developing

significant mental health problems, including

trauma-related stress, anxiety, and depression.

Children with prior trauma or pre-existing mental, physical, or developmental

problems—and those whose parents struggle with mental health disorders,

substance misuse, or economic instability—are at especially high risk for emotional

disturbances.

In addition to keeping children physically safe during the COVID-19 pandemic, it is

also important to care for their emotional health. Below, we summarize

recommendations for promoting the emotional well-being of children in the face

of these types of adversities and provide a list of helpful resources. Because

broader environments play an important role in supporting an individual’s

resilience to childhood adversity, this list supplements resources specifically for

children and their families with those intended for educators, communities, and

states, territories, and tribes.

Recommendations to support and protect children’s emotional well-

being during the pandemic

Understand that reactions to the pandemic may vary.

Children’s responses to stressful events are unique and varied. Some children may

be irritable or clingy, and some may regress, demand extra attention, or have

difficulty with self-care, sleeping, and eating. New and challenging behaviors are

natural responses, and adults can help by showing empathy and patience and by

calmly setting limits when needed.

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1101425.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK215117/
https://www.nctsn.org/what-is-child-trauma/populations-at-risk/trauma-and-substance-abuse
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/32706/412899-The-Negative-Effects-of-Instability-on-Child-Development-A-Research-Synthesis.PDF
https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/srb-childrenyouth-8-22-18.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prepare/children-faq.html
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/21868/parenting-matters-supporting-parents-of-children-ages-0-8
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Ensure the presence of a sensitive and responsive caregiver.

The primary factor in recovery from a traumatic event is the presence of a

supportive, caring adult in a child’s life. Even when a parent is not available,

children can benefit greatly from care provided by other adults (e.g., foster

parents, relatives, friends) who can offer them consistent, sensitive care that helps

protect them from a pandemic’s harmful effects.

Social distancing should not mean social isolation.

Children—especially young children—need

quality time with their caregivers and other

important people in their lives. Social

connectedness improves children’s chances of

showing resilience to adversity. Creative

approaches to staying connected are important

(e.g., writing letters, online video chats).

Provide age-appropriate information.

Children tend to rely on their imaginations when

they lack adequate information. Adults’

decisions to withhold information are usually

more stressful for children than telling the truth

in age-appropriate ways. Adults should instead make themselves available for

children to ask questions and talk about their concerns. They might, for example,

provide opportunities for kids to access books, websites, and other activities on

COVID-19 that present information in child-friendly ways. In addition, adults should

limit children’s exposure to media coverage, social media, and adult conversations

about the pandemic, as these channels may be less age-appropriate. Ongoing

access to news and social media about the pandemic and constant conversation

about threats to public safety can cause unnecessary stress for children.

Create a safe physical and emotional environment by practicing the 3 R’s: Reassurance, Routines, and Regulation.

First, adults should reassure children about their safety and the safety of loved

ones, and tell them that it is adults’ job to ensure their safety. Second, adults

should maintain routines to provide children with a sense of safety and
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telehealth can help connect home

visiting services to families

As COVID-19 spreads, most states

have laws that address how

schools should respond to

pandemics

School-based health centers can
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https://www.childtrends.org/as-covid-19-spreads-most-states-have-laws-that-address-how-schools-should-respond-to-pandemics
https://www.childtrends.org/school-based-health-centers-can-deliver-care-to-vulnerable-populations-during-the-covid-19-pandemic
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predictability (e.g., regular bedtimes and meals, daily schedules for learning and

play). And third, adults should support children’s development of regulation. When

children are stressed, their bodies respond by activating their stress response

systems. To help them manage these reactions, it is important to both validate

their feelings (e.g., “I know that this might feel scary or overwhelming”) and

encourage them to engage in activities that help them self-regulate (e.g., exercise,

deep breathing, mindfulness or meditation activities, regular routines for sleeping

and eating). In addition, it is essential to both children’s emotional and physical

well-being to ensure that families can meet their basic needs (e.g., food, shelter,

clothing).

Keep children busy.

When children are bored, their levels of worry and disruptive behaviors may

increase. Adults can provide options for safe activities (e.g., outside play, blocks,

modeling clay, art, music, games) and involve children in brainstorming other

creative ideas. Children need ample time to engage in play and other joyful or

learning experiences without worrying or talking about the pandemic.

Increase children’s self-efficacy.

Self-efficacy is the sense of having agency or control—an especially important trait

during times of fear and uncertainty. Children often feel more in control when they

can play an active role in helping themselves, their families, and their communities.

For example, children can help by following safety guidelines (e.g., washing their

hands), preparing for home confinement (e.g., helping to cook and freeze food), or

volunteering in the community (e.g., writing letters or creating art for older adults

or sick friends, sharing extra supplies with a neighbor).

Create opportunities for caregivers (which may mean yourself!) to take care of themselves.

Children’s well-being depends on the well-being of their parents and other

caregivers. Caregivers must take care of themselves so they have the internal

resources to care for others. To this end, adult caregivers can engage in self-care

by staying connected to social supports, getting enough rest, and taking time for

restorative activities (e.g., exercise, meditation, reading, outdoor activities, prayer).

Seeking help from a mental health provider is also important when adults struggle

with very high levels of stress and other mental health challenges.
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Seek professional help if children show signs of trauma that do not resolve relatively quickly.

Emotional and behavioral changes in children are to be expected during a

pandemic, as everyone adjusts to a new sense of normal. If children show an

ongoing pattern of emotional or behavioral concerns (e.g., nightmares, excessive

focus on anxieties, increased aggression, regressive behaviors, or self-harm) that

do not resolve with supports, professional help may be needed. Many mental

health providers have the capacity to provide services via “telehealth” (i.e., therapy

provided by telephone or an online platform) when in-person social contact must

be restricted.

Emphasize strengths, hope, and positivity.

Children need to feel safe, secure, and positive about their present and future.

Adults can help by focusing children’s attention on stories about how people come

together, find creative solutions to difficult problems, and overcome adversity

during the epidemic. Talking about these stories can be healing and reassuring to

children and adults alike.

Resources for children on COVID-19 and staying healthy

BrainPOP: Coronavirus (4-minute video, activities, and games)

National Public Radio: Just for Kids: A Comic Exploring the New Coronavirus

PBS Kids: How to Talk to Your Kids About Coronavirus (includes a list of videos,

games, and activities about handwashing and staying healthy at the bottom of the

article)

Resources for parents and other caregivers

Overall guides to COVID-19 and staying healthy

American Academy of Pediatrics: 2019 Novel Coronavirus (online article; en

español)

https://www.brainpop.com/health/diseasesinjuriesandconditions/coronavirus/
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/02/28/809580453/just-for-kids-a-comic-exploring-the-new-coronavirus
https://www.pbs.org/parents/thrive/how-to-talk-to-your-kids-about-coronavirus
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/chest-lungs/Pages/2019-Novel-Coronavirus.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/spanish/health-issues/conditions/chest-lungs/paginas/2019-novel-coronavirus.aspx
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CDC: Pregnancy and Breastfeeding: Information about Coronavirus Disease 2019

(online article)

Generations United: COVID-19 Fact Sheet for Grandfamilies and Multigenerational

Families

National Child Traumatic Stress Network : Parent/Caregiver Guide to Helping

Families Cope with the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (PDF; en español)

Talking to children about COVID-19

Boston Children’s Hospital: How to Talk to Your Children About Coronavirus

(video)

CDC: Talking with Children about the Coronavirus Disease 2019: Messages for

parents, school staff, and others working with children (online article)

Zero to Three: Tips for Families: Talking About the Coronavirus (online article)

Child Mind Institute: Talking to Your Children about the Coronavirus (4-minute

video; en español)

Zero to Three: Why are People Wearing Masks? Why are People Covering Their

Faces? (article)

Keeping kids busy and socially connected

The Atlantic: How Parents Can Keep Kids Busy (and Learning) in Quarantine

(online article)

Louisiana State University: Supporting Young Children Isolated Due to

Coronavirus (COVID-19) (PDF)

Zero to Three: Five Tips to Make the Most of Video Chats (online article)

Self-care for adults

CDC: Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19): Manage anxiety and stress

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prepare/pregnancy-breastfeeding.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fspecific-groups%2Fpregnancy-faq.html
https://www.gu.org/resources/covid-19-fact-sheet-for-grandfamilies-and-multigenerational-families/
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/fact-sheet/outbreak_factsheet_1.pdf
https://www.nctsn.org/resources/parent-caregiver-guide-to-helping-families-cope-with-the-coronavirus-disease-2019-sp
http://www.childrenshospital.org/conditions-and-treatments/conditions/c/coronavirus
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/talking-with-children.html
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/3210-tips-for-families-talking-about-the-coronavirus
https://childmind.org/article/talking-to-kids-about-the-coronavirus/
https://childmind.org/article/como-hablar-con-los-ninos-sobre-el-coronavirus/
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/3211-why-are-people-wearing-masks-why-are-people-covering-their-faces
https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2020/03/activities-kids-coronavirus-quarantine/608110/
https://www.zerotothree.org/document/1458
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/2535-five-tips-to-make-the-most-of-video-chats
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prepare/managing-stress-anxiety.html
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Zero to Three: Young Children at Home during the COVID-19 Outbreak: The

Importance of Self-Care (online article)

Resources for educators and child care providers

Child Care Aware of America: Coronavirus: What Child Care Providers Need to

Know (online article)

CDC: Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19): Guidance for School Settings Before

and After an Outbreak (online article)

CDC: Resources for Institutes of Higher Education (online article)

Head Start Early Childhood Learning & Knowledge Center: Coronavirus

Prevention and Response (online article)

National Alliance to End Homelessness: COVID-19: What state and local leaders

can do for homeless populations

U.S. Department of Education: Addressing the Risk of COVID-19 in Schools While

Protecting the Civil Rights of Students (PDF)

U.S. Department of Education: Questions and Answers on Providing Services to

Children with Disabilities During the Coronavirus Disease 2019 Outbreak (PDF)

Resources for communities, states, territories, and tribes

American Psychological Association: COVID-19 and Psychology Services: How to

Protect Your Patients and Your Practice (online article)

CDC: Implementation of Mitigation Strategies for Communities with Local COVID-

19 Transmission (PDF)

Child Trends: As COVID-19 Spreads, Most States Should Have Laws that Address

How Schools Should Respond to Pandemics (online article)

https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/3262-young-children-at-home-during-the-covid-19-outbreak-the-importance-of-self-care
https://info.childcareaware.org/blog/coronavirus-what-child-care-providers-need-to-know
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/colleges-universities/index.html
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/physical-health/article/coronavirus-prevention-response
https://endhomelessness.org/covid-19-what-state-and-local-leaders-can-do-for-homeless-populations/
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/ocr-coronavirus-fact-sheet.pdf?utm_content=&utm_medium=email&utm_name=&utm_source=govdelivery&utm_term=
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/speced/guid/idea/memosdcltrs/qa-covid-19-03-12-2020.pdf
https://www.apaservices.org/practice/news/covid19-psychology-services-protection?_ga=2.32230078.144524294.1584296076-510305626.1569591717
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/downloads/community-mitigation-strategy.pdf
https://www.childtrends.org/as-covid-19-spreads-most-states-have-laws-that-address-how-schools-should-respond-to-pandemics
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TOPICS: CHILD WELFARE, COVID-19, HEALTH

National Association of Social Workers: Coronavirus (COVID-19): Supporting

Clients (online article)

The Chronicle of Social Change: Coronavirus: What Child Welfare Systems Need

to Think About (online article)

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: Information about COVID-19 for

CCDF Lead Agencies: Relevant Flexibilities in CCDF Law (online article)

Jessica L. Griffin, PsyD, is an associate professor of psychology and pediatrics at

the University of Massachusetts Medical School, and the executive director of the

UMMS Child Trauma Training Center.
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