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COVID-19 (Coronavirus Disease 2019) is a new viral infection 
that appears to have originated in China in late 2019 and has 
subsequently spread across the world.  Declared a global 
pandemic in March 2020, COVID-19 is highly contagious and 
produces a highly variable and potentially deadly course of 
illness.  Scientists globally are learning more about COVID-19 
daily, but in general it appears to cause a less severe course 
of initial illness in younger individuals and those with fully 
competent immune systems.  COVID-19 quickly and 
thoroughly changed the way we live.  For some, adjustments 
like virtual school, decreased socialization among friends and 
family, and constant need to practice infection mitigation 
were taken in stride.  But for many, this has been a time of 
increased anxiety and lower mood.   
 
Warning Signs: 

 
Parents, family, friends and medical providers should be on the 
lookout for COVID-19 related Adjustment Disorders of Anxiety and 
Mood in our children –and in ourselves.   Symptoms of Adjustment 
Disorders can be varied but typically include some if not all of the 
symptoms seen in an anxiety or depressive episode.  Anxiety 
symptoms include excessive worrying, restlessness, fatigue, difficulty 
concentration, muscle tension, racing heartbeats, feeling faint, and 
difficulty sleeping.  Symptoms of depression include poor appetite, 
decreased concentration, feelings of sadness, loss of interest in 
doing previously-enjoyed activities, feelings of guilt, fatigue and 
poor sleep.  For some individuals, these symptoms are mild and do 
not prevent them from living life to the fullest. For others, these 
symptoms can be very debilitating.  Unlike most adjustment 
situations, the COVID-19 pandemic continues to cause significant 
and obvious disruption in daily life, and consequently those with an 
adjustment disorder from it can continue to have symptoms on a 
regular basis.    
 
Often when we feel more anxious or depressed, we stop interacting 
with others as frequently as before, and sometimes we stop fulfilling 
our responsibilities.  For children, this can mean less phone calls 
with peers or family, staying in their rooms more of the day, and 
struggling to complete school work.  Some children will show 
themselves to be more emotional or scared.  Others may find it 
difficult to stop looking up information about COVID-19 or speaking 
with family members and peers about it.  Younger kids may have 
excessive tantrums, be clingy or have difficulty separating from 
parents. In general, if you start to notice changes in your child and 
they worry you, it’s appropriate and recommended to speak with 
your child and discuss how they are feeling.  You can simultaneously 

normalize their feelings – lots of people around the world are likely 
feeling how they are feeling at the moment – and guide them 
toward getting professional help and support.   Of course, if children 
start to speak about hurting themselves or others, they should be 
taken seriously.  The stress of COVID-19 can lead individuals to feel 
very depressed and even suicidal.  These children should be 
evaluated by professionals as soon as feasible.    

 

How Parents Can Help: 

 
Parents can take the lead in advocating for their children to 
get diagnosed correctly and then treated.  If a child or adolescent is 
given a diagnosis of Adjustment Disorder, the child or adolescent 
will likely need therapy or medications or a combination of both to 
get better. Therapy for Adjustment Disorder typically focuses on 
helping both the child and his or her family understand how events 
can affect how one thinks about the world.  Short-term treatments 
often use CBT (Cognitive Behavioral Therapy) to help children 
understand their cognitive distortions – thoughts or beliefs our 
minds trick us into believing about the world that reinforce our 
negative thoughts or emotions –and reframe these distortions into 
healthier understandings of the world.  Supportive therapies give 
children space to talk about their fears and feel validated and not 
alone.  Medications can help work on biological targets to decrease 
anxiety and mood symptoms, under the guidance of a trained 
medical professional.  
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Additional Resources: 

 
A Kid’s Guide to Coronavirus (book about COVID-19 for 3-8 year olds 
available on Amazon) 
 
Unstuck! Things to Do to Stay Safe and Sane during the Pandemic 
(book for 8-18 on Amazon) 
 
American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry Coronavirus 
Resources: www.aacap.org/coronavirus 
 
American Academy of Pediatrics Coronavirus Resources: 
www.healthychildren.org 

 
Unicef: https://www.unicef.org/coronavirus 

 

https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/covid-19-resources-for-

parents/ 

 

National Child Traumatic Stress Network 

https://www.nctsn.org/resources/nctsn-resoures-related-to-covid-

19 
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