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Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic and its associated social and economic stressors can undermine children’s 
development and well-being. Not only must they cope with major changes to everday life, such as 
physical distancing and home confinement, but their families may struggle to meet their basic physical 
and emotional needs. Rates of poverty, unemployment, parental mental health problems and substance 
abuse, child abuse and neglect, and intimate partner violence tend to rise during disasters. Children may 
not receive critical supports they need when community services are limited and fewer adults have 
direct contact with children. 

The good news is that over four decades of research on resilience shows that protective factors can 
buffer children from harm and increase the chances they adapt positively to adversities such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Families and communities can work together to promote these protective factors. 

Protective factor #1: Sensitive, responsive caregiving 

The primary factor in a child’s recovery from an adverse or traumatic 
event is the presence of a sensitive and caring adult. To support healthy 
child development during COVID-19, children and youth need to 
maintain regular age-appropriate connections to important adults in 
their lives. For example, young children may need more face-to-face 
time for connection than older children and adolescents, who are able 
to connect virtually.  

 

• Parents and other caregivers can: 

o Spend quality time with children. Even short periods of time 

playing, reading, going outdoors, and talking can bolster 

children’s sense of safety and security during uncertain or scary 

times. 

o Stay connected even when physical separation is necessary for 

safety reasons. Set up times for children to talk to distant 
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Definitions 

Protective factors: Events, conditions, 
and characteristics of children, families, 
and broader environments that 
increase an individual’s chances of 
healthy development and positive life 
outcomes despite exposure to 
significant adversity.  

Resilience: The process of positive 
adaptation to adversity that arises 
through interactions between children 
and their environments. 
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https://www.childtrends.org/publications/resources-for-supporting-childrens-emotional-well-being-during-the-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/transcripts/who-audio-emergencies-coronavirus-press-conference-full-20mar2020.pdf?sfvrsn=1eafbff_0
https://www.cdc.gov/childrenindisasters/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/childrenindisasters/index.html
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/03/16/protecting-our-most-economically-vulnerable-neighbors-during-the-covid-19-outbreak/
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/04/02/825383525/6-6-million-file-for-unemployment-another-dismal-record?utm_medium=RSS&utm_campaign=business
https://www.nami.org/getattachment/About-NAMI/NAMI-News/2020/NAMI-Updates-on-the-Coronavirus/COVID-19-Updated-Guide-1.pdf
https://www.drugabuse.gov/about-nida/noras-blog/2020/03/covid-19-potential-implications-individuals-substance-use-disorders
https://www.drugabuse.gov/about-nida/noras-blog/2020/03/covid-19-potential-implications-individuals-substance-use-disorders
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30866745
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30866745
https://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/get-updates-information-covid-19/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2898281/
https://www.propublica.org/article/illinois-dcfs-child-abuse-hotline-calls-coronavirus
https://www.nytimes.com/aponline/2020/03/28/us/ap-us-virus-outbreak-child-welfare.html
https://www.nytimes.com/aponline/2020/03/28/us/ap-us-virus-outbreak-child-welfare.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5858878/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/in_risk.pdf
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1125765
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1125765
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/three-early-childhood-development-principles-improve-child-family-outcomes/#responsive-relationships
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/3289-separated-from-your-young-child
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caregivers using online video chats, telephone calls, emails, texts, or letters. These connections 

are important in helping children feel secure and supported during the pandemic.  

• Communities, states, tribes, and territories can: 

o Offer strategies and supplies to allow adults who are not living with the child (e.g., biological 

parents, grandparents, child care providers, teachers) and professionals who work with families 

(e.g., home visitors, parenting programs) to maintain connections (e.g., activities, equipment, 

internet).  

o Provide resources to families on meaningful, age-appropriate ways to spend time with and talk 

to children during the pandemic. 

Protective factor #2: Meeting basic needs  
Meeting the basic needs of children and families—such as food, shelter, clothing, and medical and 
mental health care—is essential to protecting children’s well-being in stressful times. Actively mobilizing 
tangible resources for families during the pandemic is especially important for families experiencing 
additional risks, such as economic instability, job loss, and health or mental health needs.  

 

• Parents and other caregivers can: 

o Know that asking for help is a sign of strength and resourcefulness, not weakness. 

o Identify helpful local services through a child’s current service provider, school, or early care and 

education program; or through local agency websites and hotlines, family resource centers, or 

community resource specialists (e.g., 211). 

• Communities, states, tribes, and territories can:  

o Help families identify community services that are operating through direct outreach to 

vulnerable families and public awareness campaigns. 

o Reduce barriers to accessing services by increasing service delivery options and by conducting 

targeted outreach to marginalized and vulnerable families, including those affected by COVID-

19-related racism and stigma. 

Protective factor #3: Emotional support for children 
Emotional and behavioral changes in children are to be expected during a pandemic, as everyone 
adjusts to a changes in daily routines. Some children may show signs of emotional distress (e.g., 
clinginess, anxiety, sadness, anger). But with strong emotional support from adults and communities, 
most children will return to their typical level of functioning from before the pandemic.  
 
• Parents and other caregivers can: 

o Use the 3 Rs (reassurance, routines, regulation): Reassure children about their safety and the 

safety of loved ones; maintain predictable routines (e.g., sleeping, eating, learning, playing); 

support children’s regulation skills by helping them manage difficult feelings (e.g., deep 

breathing, movement, quiet time); and make time for emotional “check-ins” (e.g., offer 

opportunities for children to ask questions, talk about their feelings, and get age-appropriate 

information and support). 

https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/2535-five-tips-to-make-the-most-of-video-chats
https://www.aap.org/en-us/about-the-aap/aap-press-room/Pages/AAP-Finding-Ways-to-Keep-Children-Occupied-During-These-Challenging-Times-.aspx
https://higherlogicdownload.s3.amazonaws.com/NASN/3870c72d-fff9-4ed7-833f-215de278d256/UploadedImages/PDFs/02292020_NASP_NASN_COVID-19_parent_handout.pdf
https://higherlogicdownload.s3.amazonaws.com/NASN/3870c72d-fff9-4ed7-833f-215de278d256/UploadedImages/PDFs/02292020_NASP_NASN_COVID-19_parent_handout.pdf
https://cssp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/SF_Concrete-Support-in-Times-of-Need.pdf
https://time.com/5800930/how-coronavirus-will-hurt-the-poor/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/emotional-mastery/201904/what-makes-it-so-hard-ask-help
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/preventing/prevention-programs/familyresource/
http://www.211.org/services/covid19
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/reducing-stigma.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fsymptoms-testing%2Freducing-stigma.html
https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/stress.html
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/resources-for-supporting-childrens-emotional-well-being-during-the-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/resources-for-supporting-childrens-emotional-well-being-during-the-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/parenting-new-generation/202003/reassuring-children-during-the-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.cdc.gov/parents/essentials/structure/building.html
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/research/project/self-regulation-and-toxic-stress-series
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o Emphasize the positive. Stories of hope and resilience (e.g., people helping each other or 

animals) provide an important counterbalance to negativity and fear about the pandemic. If 

books are unavailable at home, try accessing free online books for children and teens. 

• Communities, states, tribes, and territories can:  

o Facilitate families’ access to home visiting, early intervention, child and family mental health 

programs, teachers, and other services by offering remote options for remaining in contact with 

children and their families (e.g., telephone or video contact, including telehealth). 

Protective factor #4: Support for caregiver well-being 

When parents’ and other caregivers’ needs are met, children are more likely to receive sensitive and 
responsive care. Protecting adults’ mental and physical health is an effective strategy for promoting 
children’s well-being during and after a pandemic. 

• Parents and other caregivers can: 

o Whenever possible, prioritize time and energy for activities that are most important and 

meaningful to caregivers and their families (e.g., enjoyable activities with family at home, 

celebrating birthdays and other important milestones, connecting with friends) and focus on 

what can be reasonably accomplished under the circumstances. 

o Take breaks from work and caregiving responsibilities: Even short periods of time spent on self-

care (e.g., rest, exercise, mindfulness, reading, praying) can benefit the whole family. 

o Reach out to family members, friends, religious groups, and professionals who can offer support 

for managing emotional and mental health challenges, such as stress, anxiety, and depression. 

• Communities, states, tribes, and territories can:  

o Actively provide outreach to known vulnerable families and offer concrete informational 

resources on nutrition, housing, clothing, and mental and physical health. 

o Ensure that mental and physical health services are available to parents and caregivers even 

when in-person contact with a provider is not possible (e.g., telebehavioral health, 

telemedicine). 

Protective factor #5: Social connectedness 

Postive social connections are important protective factors for both children and adults during a 
pandemic. Although in-person contact may be limited, physical distancing should not turn into social 
isolation, which is a risk factor for child abuse and neglect, adult and youth substance use, and family 
violence. During disasters, children interact less frequently with mandated reporters and other adults 
who could recognize and report signs of trouble in a family. Monitoring children’s safety is especially 
important during the pandemic. 

• Parents and other caregivers can: 

o Spend virtual time regularly with extended family members and friends (e.g., online or by mail, 

depending on each family’s resources). 

o Encourage older children and teens to stay socially connected virtually. 

https://www.apa.org/monitor/2014/11/hope
https://stories.audible.com/start-listen
https://www.childtrends.org/during-the-covid-19-pandemic-telehealth-can-help-connect-home-visiting-services-to-families
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/fact-sheet/outbreak_factsheet_1.pdf
https://childmind.org/article/self-care-in-the-time-of-coronavirus/
https://childmind.org/article/self-care-in-the-time-of-coronavirus/
https://childmind.org/article/anxiety-and-coping-with-coronavirus/
https://www.integration.samhsa.gov/operations-administration/telebehavioral-health
https://www.cms.gov/newsroom/fact-sheets/medicare-telemedicine-health-care-provider-fact-sheet
https://cssp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/YT_Social-Connections.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/239923156_Social_Support_and_Developmental_Psychopathology
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0020764017746197
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4733108/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4733108/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16701895
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29774451
https://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/get-updates-information-covid-19/
https://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/get-updates-information-covid-19/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/manda.pdf
https://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/publications/violence/violence_disasters.pdf
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o When time is limited, focus on connections with family, friends, religious figures, service 

providers, or others who offer the most helpful types of support. 

o Connect to others through common hobbies and opportunities to help in the community, which 

can be rewarding and meaningful (e.g., donating supplies, writing letters to older adults). 

o Reach out to other families with children to check on their well-being and offer support. 

• Communities, states, tribes, and territories can:  

o Offer regular opportunities for children and their caregivers to connect virtually (e.g., online, 

telephone) with one another through cultural activities, education, hobbies, support groups, 

and other community gatherings. 

o Conduct regular check-ins with families (by phone or online) with children who experienced 

threats to their safety (e.g., child abuse and neglect, intimate partner violence, substance abuse, 

mental illness) prior to the pandemic. Professionals who are permitted by their agencies (within 

established safety guidelines) may conduct home visits to check in with families.  

https://preventchildabuse.org/coronavirus-resources/

