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Presentation Roadmap 
Coronavirus - Young Children and Caregivers

1
• Review the impact of the many losses and grief we experience with the

• COVID-19  pandemic

2
• Examine the ways in which infants and young children respond to the changes 

and losses, and present ways to respond with supportive relationships.  

3
• Consider the individual differences and cultural diversity with losses and the 
grief process – and remind adults of the importance of self-care for themselves 



Both Adults and Children have Experienced 
Losses with COVID-19

• Loss of Routines
• Seeing family and friends
• Celebrating occasions together
• Job and income losses
• Children at home
• Fears about and experiences with 

illness and death
• Uncertainty about the future
• Life is different with much 

uncertainty

• Loss of routines
• Day care and school – friends, 

socialization, and learning
• Missing play with friends
• Missing relatives and grandparents 
• Parents/caregivers not as available
• Older siblings at home
• Life is different with changes, 

unpredictability, and uncertainty

For Children For Adults 



For Children and Parents in the Child Welfare System 
There are Additional Losses

Parents/Caregivers
▪ Concerns about and missing seeing 

their child in person with virtual 
visitation

▪ May have difficulties with internet 
& connection with virtual visitation

▪ May be more difficult to relate to  
their child with virtual visits

▪ More difficult to follow case plan 
requiring appointments

▪ Worry about delays for possible 
reunification 

Children
▪ May be confused about why they 

can’t see and be with their parent 
and miss in-person visits

▪ May be confused about the 
changes with COVID- worry about 
getting sick or caregivers being sick

▪ May not understand why they can’t 
go outside to play with other 
children 

▪ More anxiety and stress in family 
that is confusing

▪ Missing the usual routines



Expectable Reactions of Young Children with Stress and 
Trauma 

• Emotional and behavioral dysregulation – mimics the chaos of 

the environment

• Frequent crying

• Difficulty falling asleep and staying asleep; nightmares

• Clinging; difficulty separating; fear of being alone

• Repetitive play-same thing over and over

• Aggression, anger – or withdrawal



The Stresses and Uncertainty 
can Lead to Significant Mental 
Health Concerns with COVID
• Anxiety and stress

• Depression and sadness

• Frustration and Anger

• Concerns about the future

• Ways of coping

• Increased use of alcohol

• Increase use of drugs

• Increased anger which can lead to domestic 
violence and/or child abuse



Mental Health Concerns in United States  
around COVID

• US Census Bureau and other Federal Agencies surveyed 40, 
000 people related to mental health symptoms in May 2020

• 34.4% reported symptoms of either anxiety or depression

• During late June, a CDC survey of 5412 people indicated that 
40% of adults were struggling with mental health issues and 
substance use

• Symptoms were higher among women, younger adults, and 
essential workers, and racial/ethnic minorities



Loss and Grief with COVID-19

• The world has changed
• It doesn’t feel “temporary”
• Loss of normalcy
• Loss of connection

• Losses may be intensified for children in child welfare and 
their parents

• Losing regular in-person visitation may be experienced and 
expressed differently in infants and young children. 

• Losses experienced creates stress, and in young children, 
grief can lead to “misbehavior” which is best understood 
as “stress” behavior”

GMF & GC



How does COVID-
19 Differ from 
Other Disasters? 

INDEFINITE 
UNCERTAINTY!

About duration – when will it end or 
be controlled?

• Anxiety and Worry - Will I become ill? Will 
my family get COVID? 

• I need to see a doctor but is it safe to have 
medical care?

• Social distancing – should be called 
physical distancing interrupting social and 
emotional bonds 

• Very broad economic impact – more than 
other disasters

• FEAR – of something we can’t see or 
control

• Our “SURGE CAPACITY” is depleted –
meaning “collection of mental and physical 
adaptive systems that we draw on for 
survival in stressful situations” – like 
natural disasters (Ann Masten, 2020)
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Living with Uncertainty

While it is not easy to live with 
uncertainty, we can help each 
other become more resilient, 
emotionally stable, and as 
physically protected as possible 
through a carefully planned means 
of engaging with our young 
children – and other children - in 
this time of crisis.



What Else is Different with COVID-19?

• DISRUPTION OF ROUTINES

• Schools, childcare, and preschools closed for extended time

• Impact on socialization of children; disruption of attachment 
relationships

• Very little direct personal contact to support recovery and resilience –
most contact is virtual

• Much more pressure on families that are isolated without usual 
supports – with disasters personal support is crucial (PFA, outreach)



The Emergency Phase (of a disaster) has now 
become chronic with COVID-19

• How do you adjust to a “new normal” when the “new normal” is indefinite 
uncertainty? (example from Israeli bombings in Gaza)

• The destruction, unlike a disaster (hurricane, tornado) is invisible and 
ongoing

• When the uncertainty “drags on,” it takes a different way of coping to build 
resilience 

• The indefinite uncertainty is very difficult for people – like many of us here 
today - who are most comfortable with organizing their lives, being in 
control, solving problems, and getting things done



How to Understand Loss and Grief for Young 
Children

• Infants and young children grieve in “spurts” 
– meaning that the child may be angry, sad, 
aggressive, upset or clingy, followed by 
periods of play, happiness and engagement.

•For children and parents in child welfare, they 
may be magnified and intensified with virtual 
visitation.

GMF & GC



Loss and Grief

• Grief is a normal and expectable process that we all 
come to cope with and heal with losses in our lives.

• The work of grief incudes:

• Expressing and regulating strong emotions. 

• Shifting the focus from the real to the remembered  

• Internalizing and holding the good and the 
positives that were part of lost relationships and 
experiences.



What is meant by Ambiguous Loss?

• Loss of a way of life

• Not being able to see friends or visit family

• Loss of high-quality education or overall educational experiences for 
children and youth

• Modified openings
• Virtual education
• Uncertainty and concerns about safety in schools
• Frequent changes in plans

• Loss of rituals – weddings, graduations, birthdays, even funerals

• Ambiguous loss can lead to a similar experience of grief as an actual loss –
denial, anger, depression, acceptance



Patterns and Themes in Young 
Children around Loss and Grief

Dysregulation & protest 

• In these early stages expression is primarily through 
changes in body-based behaviors-eating, sleeping, 
digestive processes

Searching

• intensive searching or calling for the deceased person.



Loss and Grief

Awareness of the permanence of the loss

• Intermittent pattern of sadness & emotional withdrawal 
(“short-sadness span”)

• Intensification of expectable developmental anxieties of 
early childhood such as separation anxiety, fears of bodily 
injury

• Possible new fears such as preoccupation with death

• Possible return of behaviors more typical of an earlier age 
(regression)

• Anger and dysregulation of behavior and emotions



Mister Rogers helped us Learn 
How to deal with “Sad and Scary Things”

• What to do when children bring up something frightening:
• Ask them what they know about it – their fantasies are often very different 

from the actual truth

• Children need to hear most from adults that they can talk about what is scary

• We will do all we can to keep them safe in a scary time

• When children hear about scary things, they need an adult nearby to help 
them

• If they want to play, encourage play as they may show their scary feelings 
through their play  (ie, hurricane play example)

• What works for COVID-19 – we need to be there, wait, and watch to 
understand



What is Important for Recovery following Loss to 
Support Resilience?

▪Positive relationships with caregivers 

▪Thinking about and identification with 
the lost caregiver in play and words   

▪Refocusing of energy in relationships, the 
world, and supporting development

GMF



What we do to avoid our pain

When adults expect that 
children will be sad or angry 
when someone is sick or 
dies
1. Take protective measures.
2. Avoid any reference to 

the loss.
3. Over explain, using adult 

language.
4. Say things like, “She’s 

gone away.”
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When children sense that something 
has happened, they,

1. Want to play

2. Watch the adults

3. Hope that their questions are  
answered, simply and in language 
understandable for their 
developmental level

4. What they need most is someone to 
listen to them



All observable behaviors may 
be expressions of grief

• Crying

• Withdrawing – Hiding

• Fidgeting 

• Aggressive behaviors

• Repetitive play 

• Any different behaviors
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Experiences of Loss and Death with COVID-19

• With a more predictable death, there are opportunities to say goodbye and 
some planning can be done. 

• The deaths due to the COVID-19 pandemic are traumatic.

• They often are not expected and there are no “normal” ways to say good-
bye.

• It is easy to see how children can be overlooked.

• Even in ordinary times, children are often left out of discussions and 
events surrounding death.



Bereavement and Grief in COVID-19

• With social distancing, grief and mourning may be disrupted making it 
more difficult for families to share the grief, recognize the passing of a 
loved one, 

• Is it the same to share the pain without physical contact? 

• How many times in the past weeks have you felt that just being able 
to hug family and friends would make a difference in how you feel –
physical contact is especially important with loss and grieving!

• Funeral traditions that are part of many cultures have been disrupted 
by COVID-19; i.e. Jazz funerals in New Orleans



What Can we Do?
Be present and available to listen, answer questions, or just be there

24

Winnie the 
Pooh and 

Piglet



Responsive, Supportive 
Caregivers are Needed, But…

• If the adults/caregivers are also experiencing uncertainty, loss, 
and grief, children are left seeking safety and security from an 
adult who is potentially unavailable to offer it.

• This is felt as a “Double Whammie” for children
• Experiencing the stress of loss
• Experiencing the loss of their care

• So it’s very important to help the caregivers!

• Self care at this time is crucial



Caregivers can:

• Ask the child how they feel- also thinking about new 
ways of asking- how is your body feeling?

• Offer a space for a child to be heard. You may need to 
let a child know that it is safe to talk to you about 
their sadness and grief.

• Don’t be afraid to open the conversation! Ask the 
child what they know or what they have heard and 
correct any misconceptions



What Can We do?

• Make sure to maintain routines or establish new 
routines

• Find trusted friends or family to express your emotions 
• Explain the loss of the relationship and how you will 

miss the person and activities that you did together.
• Ask the child what they liked to do with the person and 

what they may want to tell the person. Offer writing a 
note, drawing, listen to conversations, making a picture 
book



Children of Different Ages Understand  and 
Handle Death Differently

• Young children may need different supports

oToddlers and preschoolers do not understand that death is 
permanent – they may think the person is coming back- is an angel

oThey may continually ask about the return of the person which can 
be upsetting to the other parent or adult caregivers

o Young children expect and need physical comfort when they’re 
upset

oYoung children show regression - may be clinging and fussy, not 
understanding and missing the familiar caregiver



PRESCHOOL

• Avoid talking about what happened as preschoolers have trouble 
understanding death and may believe the death is reversible.

• Provide opportunities to express thoughts and feelings about death 
through play activities and drawing. 

• Answer questions using concrete descriptions and be prepared to 
repeatedly answer questions. 

• Possible reactions include: 
• Clinging to caregivers or other trusted adults.
• Fear of separation 
• Regressive behaviors such as wetting pants and thumb sucking
• Problems with sleeping or eating
• Decreased verbalization



Going back to Ambiguous Loss

• A loss that occurs without closure or clear understanding

• Feelings and thoughts like, “If only I had…..”, can be troubling.

• Complicates process of grieving and can result in unresolved grief 

• Person can continue to search for answers

• Example: “Am I still a child to a person who no longer remembers me?”

• Ambiguous loss can interfere with the grief process.  

• Overall goal to deal with ambiguous loss
• Overcome trauma associated with ambiguous loss and restore resilience



What may Interfere with Supporting Children 
related to Grief and Loss?

• Adults around them are preoccupied with their own grief and 
overwhelmed with not being able to say good-bye in person 

• They may not think about their child’s developmental needs

• Even in ordinary times, children are often left out of discussions and 
events surrounding death as the adults are preoccupied with their 
own grief and overwhelmed by preparations and planning

• Also, children may be easily distracted by play, so adults may think 
they are indifferent

• When a child loses a loving, supportive person, there may be no one 
familiar to help them deal with the pain and sadness of the loss



Why talk to Young Children about Death

• Many adults worry that talking about the death will make matters 
worse

• More often than not, a clear direct explanation that is based in reality, 
using language that children can understand with emotional support 
is more likely to bring relief than is leaving children to create their 
own explanations 

• Particularly during the preschool-years, children have vivid 
imaginations and weave fantasies and tales that can be more 
frightening then reality. 

GMF



What to Say to Young Children about Death

• Young children are concrete, they understand their world in tangible 
ways that often have a basis in the body. 

• Describing death as the cessation of bodily functions is often a place to 
start-the deceased person does not breath or eat; is not hungry or cold. 

• Reassuring children that – “It’s not their fault”. They did nothing 
“naughty or wrong” and that they had no part in the death of the loved 
one 

• As young children understand the world through their own eyes and 
viewpoint, they tend to imagine that they are implicated or even causal 
in events far beyond their control. 

GMF



Telling a child that Someone has Died is Important

Adults often have concerns about how to help a child 
deal with the loss of death. 

• A child should be told when someone in the family has died in 
order to prevent her hearing it from someone else. Use a 
normal voice, not whispering

• Give her as honest an explanation as possible within her 
limits of understanding.

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/overcoming-child-abuse/201107/how-help-children-deal-loss

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/overcoming-child-abuse/201107/how-help-children-deal-loss


Helpful Ideas

• Kids need pictures of Dad and Mom and family pictures 
around their homes and their grandparents' homes.

• Realize that the child may be expressing feelings not only 
about the actual death itself but also about the changes 
in members of the family after the death.

• Re-tell good memories. This is very important.



Behaviors in Young Children that May be 
Triggered by the Losses 

• Changes in sleep, eating, stomach aches

• Worries that may be expressed as new fears, nightmares, scary fantasies in 
play, clinginess

• Changes in mood and feelings- sadness, anger, more rapid changes in 
feeling states, withdrawal

• Changes in regulation-difficulty calming down, becoming overactive, 
changes in attention, excitement

• Return of behaviors characteristic of a younger child-thumb sucking, 
regression - less use of language

• Increase in aggressive behaviors due to anxiety, more competition with 
siblings, clinginess etc. 

GMF



Overall Issues Related to 
Grief and Loss for Children 

• Even under normal circumstances, death triggers many feelings, 
including sadness, longing, fear, and anger

• For most children, what is most important is the support of loved 
ones.

• There is no one right or normal way that your child is meant to 
experience their grief, and there is no one right way for you to offer 
support.

• Being there emotionally for the child and available to listen is 
important



Additional Worries for Children, Parents and 
Other Caregivers

• With a death during the COVID-19 pandemic, children may worry 
about what may happen to them or their surviving loved ones and 
others in the community. 

• Parents should provide reassurance whenever possible about the 
precautions that are being taken to keep them and their loved ones 
safe.  Use child friendly materials about ways to keep safe, ex - NPR 
Cartoon 

• After a death, parents should try to keep family routines or change to 
a new routine as needed and, as recommended with COVID-19, plan 
opportunities for fun or other positive experiences as part of the 
routine. 



Losses for Young Children Unique to COVD-19
Think how we are affected also!

• Loss of presence, physical closeness-contact comfort of important 
people in the child’s life

• Loss of pleasurable activities, visits
• Loss of familiar routines and places , secure bases, e.g. school, 

playground, school schedule, friends
• Uncertainty about the future and anxieties about other illness
• Missing endings and beginnings without transitional rituals and 

supports e.g. graduating from preschool, entering a new school
• Changes in family functioning, relationships and boundaries-parents 

home all day; older sibling who may have been away now home; 
teachers teaching virtually at home

GMF



Remember that Children need to Play 

• Shared activities with siblings or family members may be important if possible

• Participating in a pleasant or enjoyable activity can be helpful

• Remember that for children, play is an important part of their lives and 
learning.   

• Remember that if children seem to be coping well, they are likely do be doing 
all right

• Try not to be upset if children play out the trauma of the caregiver leaving and 
not coming back. Children cope through repeated play of scary and upsetting 
experiences (i.e., disaster play, seeing an emergency vehicle leave the home)



What is Important for Recovery following 
Losses and Ways to Support Resilience?

▪Positive relationships with caregivers 

▪Refocusing energy in relationships, the 
world, and supporting development

▪Finding ways to give to others

GMF



Caregivers can:

• Ask the child how they feel- also thinking about new 
ways of asking- how is your body feeling?

• Offer a space for a child to be heard. You may need to 
let a child know that it is safe to talk to you about 
their losses and sadness 

• Don’t be afraid to open the conversation! Ask the 
child what they know or what they have heard and 
correct any misconceptions



Remember During COVID-19 that Children need 
to Play 

• Shared activities with siblings or family members Iis important

• Participating in a pleasant or enjoyable activity Remember that for 
children, play is an important part of their lives and learning.   

• Remember that if children seem to be coping well, they are likely do be 
doing all right

• Try not to be upset if children play out heir experiences with COVID 
including losses. Children cope through repeated play of scary and 
upsetting experiences (i.e., disaster play, seeing an emergency vehicle 
leave the home)



Self-Care for Caregivers is Crucial

• Caregiver well-being is very important in supporting children 
during COVID and losses

• Parents and caregivers need support and should be 
encouraged to seek support for themselves as needed

• Remember, with COVID-19, that virtual support with 
telephone or via media is better than no support!



Talking to Children

• Provide reassurance – that you will all get through this 
together

• Don’t blame others – people of Asian descent, those who 
have traveled recently

• When you talk to children of different ages - use words, 
phrases and examples that are developmentally appropriate 
for their ages



Ways to Build Resilience

• Focus on maintaining and strengthening important relationships

• “The biggest protective factors for facing adversity and building 
resilience are social support and remaining connected to 
people”(Masten,2020)

• Look for activities old and new ones that make you feel better

• Helping others even when we feel depleted ourselves – very 
important for teenagers



Begin Slowly Building your “Resilience Bank 
Account”  (Michael Maddaus, 2020)

• Be able to accept that life is different and more difficult to help you 
be able to do things that are more constructive

• Expect less from yourself

• Acceptance – we are going to have a good time despite COVID-19

• While you cannot change the situation, you can change your 
perception of the situation



Ways to Build Your “Resilience Bank”
(Maddaus, 2020)

• We cannot control the pandemic but can control our daily lives

• We can focus on what is meaningful in life and also make plans for the 
future

• Think about regular practices that promote resilience and provide a 
fallback at difficult times

• Be sure to focus on sleep, nutrition, exercise, self care, self-
compassion, connection, and saying “no”

• Start small each day and build up over time



Families and Communities can Work Together to 
Promote these Protective Factors for Children

https://www.childtrends.org/publications/ways-to-promote-childrens-resilience-to-the-covid-19-pandemic

1. Sensitive 
Responsive 
Caregiving

2. Meeting Basic 
Needs

3. Emotional 
Support



To Build Resilience

1.Sensitive, responsive caregiving. The primary factor in a child’s 
recovery from an adverse experience or loss

2.Meeting basic needs. Meeting the basic needs of children and 
families—such as food, shelter

3.Emotional support for children. Emotional and behavioral 
changes in children are to be expected

4.Support for caregiver well-being. When parents’ and other 
caregivers’ needs are met, they are more available to support 
children



To Build Resilience- Imagine a scale or seesaw

1.Unload the Negative Side. We can lighten the load on 
the negative side of the resilience scale by …

2.Load Up the Positive Side. We can add to the positive 
side of the resilience scale by ….

3.Move the Fulcrum. We can make it easier for a scale to 
tip toward positive outcomes by …

• Center for the Developing Child at Harvard



Protective Factors

• The most important protective factor – known from work on 
resilience - a committed available adult capable of sensitive, 
responsive, reliable caregiving and emotional support

• Developmentally appropriate involvement in cultural and 
family traditions and rituals that help with anxiety and grief

• Providing clear, direct developmentally appropriate 
explanations 

• Creating a climate that gives permission to feel and talk

• Maintaining  schedules, routines and rituals of daily life for 
security and trust
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Take Home Messages

• Loss and grieving occur even with infants and young children

• How grief occurs and “looks” is organized by the child’s 
developmental level, culture, and family.

• Infants and children need adults to support their experience 
and expression of loss, sadness, and grief.

• The availability of loving, attuned caregivers is needed at all 
ages.

• Adults who care for children need to be mindful of self-care.



These are very useful books that sensitive 
caregivers can use in helping young children

Children’s Books About 

Loss, Death and Grief









Resources
• American Academy of Pediatrics: After a Loved One Dies

• American Academy of Pediatrics: Childhood Grief: When to Seek 
Additional Help

• National Institutes of Health: Talking to Children About Death

• ZerotoThree: https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/3366-helping-
your-toddler-cope-with-grief-and-death

• https://www.partnershipforchildren.org.uk/uploads/Files/PDFs/GoodBo
oksforTou ghTimes.pdf

• http://www.agis.com/Document/4482/helping-a-child-deal-with-
death.aspx

https://www.aap.org/en-us/advocacy-and-policy/aap-health-initiatives/Children-and-Disasters/Documents/After-a-Loved-One-Dies-English.pdf
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/healthy-living/emotional-wellness/Building-Resilience/Pages/Grieving-Whats-Normal-When-to-Worry.aspx
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/Digest/2018-19/childdeath.pdf?la=en
https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/3366-helping-your-toddler-cope-with-grief-and-death
https://www.partnershipforchildren.org.uk/uploads/Files/PDFs/GoodBooksforTou%20ghTimes.pdf
http://www.agis.com/Document/4482/helping-a-child-deal-with-death.aspx

