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What About the Children: The COVID-19 Impact 
 
For more than a year, children have been navigating social isolation, 
stressed-out parents, the effects of financial uncertainty, school from 
home or even from Wi-Fi-equipped school buses if they don't have 
internet. They worry whether they will see their friends and relatives, 
go back to school or get sick. 
 
Parents are typically adept at making plans for their children, but 
most future events are on hold. What’s more, the challenges facing 
parents may interfere with their usual ability to address their 
children’s emotional needs—almost half of all parents report 
experiencing higher levels of stress during COVID-19. This 
increases their children’s risk for experiencing family adversity (e.g., 
child abuse and neglect, domestic violence, etc.) and related mental 
health problems. 
 
The social, emotional and behavioral well-being of children and 
youth is a critical aspect of human development that lays the foundation for lifelong health and well-being. 
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, as many as one in five children had a diagnosed mental health 
disorder. While research on the pandemic’s effects on mental health is still in the early stages, current 
evidence shows a surge in anxiety and depression among children and adolescents, including among 
young people of color and among lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer and/or questioning 
(LGBTQ) youth. 
 
A recent Gallup poll found that almost 30 percent of parents said their child’s mental health is suffering. 
Some experts believe that children may be developing post-traumatic stress. “We can’t underestimate the 
negative impact that many months of lack of structure and social stimulation has had on children,” says 
Jonathan Stevens, MD, MPH, chief of child and adolescent psychiatry at Menninger Clinic in Houston. 
 
Another variable is whether a child came into the crisis with pre-existing mental-health problems. 
In the U.S., 7.1 percent of children in the three- to 17-year-old group have been diagnosed with 
anxiety, according to the CDC. An additional 3.2 percent in the same age group suffer from 
depression. Then there are the 7.4 percent with diagnosed behavior problems and the 9.4 
percent with ADHD. 
 
Robin Gurwitch, a professor at Duke University Medical Center, commented: “Children who were 
struggling before [the pandemic] are at higher risk now. You have to be careful about kids who 
were already in mental-health services; we have to make sure services aren’t disrupted.” 
 
Challenges for Children’s Mental Health during COVID-19 
 
 Prior to the pandemic, there were already too few mental health providers to meet the needs of 

children, youth, and parents—especially in rural communities. The rise in unmet mental health needs 
caused by the pandemic will likely worsen the shortage. Furthermore, many mental health providers 
are themselves experiencing heightened stress and secondary traumatic stress, which are strongly 
associated with high rates of provider turnover. 

 Current approaches to children’s mental health tend to focus on treatment, with less attention given to 
universal strategies that promote mental wellness and prevent mental illness. 

 Communities with concentrated poverty and those that are geographically isolated face significant 
barriers to accessing high-quality mental health supports. 

 Systemic discrimination and structural barriers make it difficult for people of color and for LGBTQ 
children and youth to have equal access to high-quality services. 
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What this Means for Employers 
 
The effects of COVID-19 are likely to be felt for a generation. Stepping up to improve systems is not only 
an ethical choice, it is a business necessity. A 2019 study found productivity problems due to childcare 
challenges cost employers $12.7 billion annually. 
 

By focusing on children, employers: 
 
 Keep more mothers in the workforce, who are 

more adversely affected by the pandemic, as 
this will be important for our economic recovery. 

 Allow all parents to stay more engaged and 
productive in their professional roles. 

 Improve employee retention and satisfaction. 
 Reduce the cost of absenteeism, turnover, 

hiring, training and related personnel costs. 
 
Today’s youth are tomorrow’s workforce and 
strengthening children's mental and behavioral health 
now will yield dividends for decades. 
 

What Parents Can Do to Help Children 
 
Share these tips with your employees to improve awareness and enable them to focus on their children’s 
mental health. 
 
 Check in with children frequently and listen to their concerns. Validate their emotions, letting them 

know that their concerns and frustrations are understandable. 
 Identify children’s underlying stressors. Kids and teens are facing many during this pandemic, from 

the mental health consequences of social isolation due to remote learning. 
 Help children focus on what they can control in the pandemic, such as hand washing, wearing face 

masks and practicing social distancing. 
 Ensure children are getting enough sleep, being physically active and eating healthy food to support 

their bodies and minds. 
 Encourage children to do more of what they enjoy most, whether reading, playing outside or other 

activities. 
 Set up ways so children can continue to socialize safely with friends over the phone or video chat, 

especially if they participate in distance learning. 
 Model healthy coping skills. If parents are feeling overwhelmed, it’s important to manage their own 

anxiety during these stressful times. Children can sense parents’ feelings. It’s helpful to teach them 
breathing exercises they can do when they feel anxious. 

 Create new goals. Missed or altered milestones can leave parents and children of all ages with a 
sense of grief. Creating new ones can help children reshape their school experience. 

 Get help for new or worsening mental health symptoms. If parents notice any changes in how their 
children are behaving or feeling, they should get help. Telemedicine for mental health is a great 
option in place of in-person visits. 
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How Employers Can Foster the Mental Health of Children 
 
 Eliminate barriers to mental health systems that have reduced access to high-quality services for all 

children, youth, and families—especially for groups that experience discrimination and 
marginalization, including people of color and LGBTQ communities. 

 Understand and incorporate programs based on the principle that children’s mental health is 
inextricably intertwined with their physical health and overall well-being, meaning healthcare, 
childcare, EAPs and education should all be coordinated. 

 Develop approaches that recognize children’s mental health is a product of interactions among 
individual, family and broader environmental characteristics over time, so multi-sector, 
multigenerational approaches are essential. 

 Increase children’s well-being by ensuring equitable time off and leave policies so parents can care 
properly for their families. 

 Invest in or partner to use innovative technology to increase access to mental health support. 
 Promote programs including those for prevention and early intervention as a top priority for children’s 

mental health (although proactive help can be effective at any life stage). 
 Engage employees who are parents in decision-making roles when planning, implementing and 

evaluating mental health programs for children, youth and their parents. 
 
The pandemic offers employers an unparalleled opportunity to support children, youth and their families. 
Raising awareness about this often invisible but powerful predictor of children’s well-being—their mental 
health—is an important first step. But there must also be a profound shift toward universal mental health 
promotion, prevention, early intervention and treatment. By doing so, businesses will benefit from 
productive, engaged team members now, after COVID-19 and for decades to come. 
 
 

 
 
A Few Additional Resources 
 
 Helping Children Cope with Changes Resulting From COVID-19, National Association of School 

Psychologists 
 #HealthyAtHome - Mental health, WHO 
 6 ways parents can support their kids through the COVID-19 outbreak, UNICEF 
 Helping children cope with stress, UNICEF 
 


