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Presentation Roadmap
Coronavirus, Youth and Adolescents
1

• Share data on school age children and adolescents who have
lost parents during the COVID-19 pandemic
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• Review the impact on children and adolescents including
additional losses and ways to provide support
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• What are the expectations that adults have for youth and
adolescents who have lost their parents.

4

• Consider how adults can provide support to older children and
adolescents with consideration of both their developmental
needs and cultural expectations in the grieving process.

Children and Adolescents Impacted by COVID19 Deaths
Ø Research has indicated that for every 13 COVID-19
deaths, one child under the age of 18 has lost a parent
(JAMA Pediatrics, April 5, 2021)

Ø As of July 2021, estimates are that over 46,000 children
in the United States have lost a parent to COVID-19 since
February 2020 – three-quarters of the children are
adolescents
Ø The losses are about 18% to 20% higher than
a typical year, according to the national data

•.
•.

Inequities of COVID-19

•.

•

While Black Americans represent 13.4% of the overall population, they
represent 20% of the parentally bereaved youth and adolescents identified in
the study—in a more equitable and fairer world, the Black community would
be less impacted than they have been (CDC Weekly Provisional Death Count)

•

The high numbers of COVID-19 infections and deaths, economic difficulties,
uncertainty about the future, as well as the approaches needed to contain
the spread of the virus are all playing critical roles in the short and long-term
social and psychological impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Inequities based
on race and socioeconomic status influence the rates of infection and deaths
and steps that are needed to achieve recovery (Osofsky, Osofsky, & Mamon (2020)

•

Psychological and social impact of COVID-19, Psychological Trauma, 468-469)

.

Developmental Expectations
School Age (Ages 7-12)
• Kids this age need routines
• Explain why you have stocked up on food,
•

why school is virtual and, if possible, work
is virtual
Why masks are worn under certain
circumstances (changing expectations with
where live and with vaccine)

• Younger kids will play out their fears (play
doctor, play hospital, ambulance – repetitive)

• Some regression in younger children (may
need more time with you)

• Be careful with exposure to media

Adolescents
• They hear a lot about COVID-19 – have
•

open conversations about their worries
and feelings
It is important to involve them in helping if
possible (help shop for supplies, watch younger
siblings, help prepare meals, help with protecting
family)

• Teens need to feel valued and to be able
•

to help (can lessen anxiety as they know more)
Be available to them to talk (if they explore

sites to learn more about pandemic, be aware of what
they are reading, talk to them about impact on their
lives-virtual schooling, returning to school,
dissapointments)

Other Important Losses for School Age Children
and Adolescents
•
•
•
•

Loss of in person school or work
Loss of routines
Not being able to see friends and family
Missing special events such as birthdays, sports,
concerts, prom, graduation, and other celebrations.
• For older adolescents, interference with independence,
being able to be out on their own
• If planned, not being able to leave home

Other Factors Contributing to Mental Health
Issues
• During the pandemic, youth, adolescents and families
do not have access to their usual support network of
family members, friends, teachers and counselors
• It is important to consider national policy changes that
include more availability of evidence-based mental
health interventions (especially where youth and
adolescents can be reached)

Mental Health Issues for Children and
Adolescents
• More than 25% of HS students reported worsening
emotional and cognitive health and over 20% of parents
with children, ages 5-12 reported similar worsening
conditions for their children
• Decline in mental health care usage for children since
start of the pandemic
• In addition to loneliness and isolation for children and
adolescents, similar feelings of parents can contribute to
mental health concerns influencing youth mental health

Mental Health Considerations for Adolescents
during COVID-19 (Kaiser Family Foundation)
•
•
•
•
•

Shortly after the pandemic began, more than 25% of high school students
reported more concerns about emotional health
A recent survey found that 1/3 felt they were unable to cope with sources of
stress, mental health issues, and strained peer relationships
Most frequent diagnoses – anxiety, depression, adjustment disorder
Some evidence that substance abuse disorder and overdoses have been
Finding ways to address these mental health issues including access to care
are likely to persist following the pandemic

Emergency Room Visits
•

Beginning in April 2020, the proportion of child and adolescent mental health–
related Emergency Department visits among all pediatric ED visits increased and
remained elevated through October. Compared with 2019, the proportion of mental
health–related visits for children aged 5–11 and 12–17 years increased
approximately 24% and 31%, respectively

•

Further, children and adolescents had to deal with long waits and fewer inpatient
resources.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Emergency Department Visits for Suspected Suicide Attempts for 12-25 yo
Before and During COVID-19 Pandemic
(CDC US January 2019-May 2021)

•
•
•
•
•
•

Between 2007-2018 - before pandemic, adolescent suicides had been increasing
annually – the second leading cause of death among 10 to 24 year-olds
During 2020, proportion of mental health-related ED visits among adolescents, 1217 years, increased 31% compared with that during 2019
May 2020, right after lockdown and social distancing, ED visits for suspected
suicide attempts began to increase among adolescents, 12-17 years, especially
girls
Feb 2021-March 2021, suspected suicide attempt ED visits were 50.6% higher
among girls, 12-17 years than during same period in 2019; suspected suicide
attempt ED visits for boys, 12-17 years increased 3.7%
Suspected suicide attempts are often higher among young girls than young boys, but in this
study, the difference was more pronounced than prior studies, due to the pandemic.
Important to note these were suicide attempts – not suicides

Ways to Understand and Help Adolescents
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Emerging adulthood is a “critical developmental stage” (Erikson)
Changes caused by the pandemic – social distancing, lack of normal peer interactions and
supports can be difficult especially at this time
COVID changes may even “trigger” previous difficult experiences
Listening to adolescents and their struggles at this time is important - “What else is going on
for you now?”
If possible, help them find new ways of relating – virtual relationships are important
For parents/caregivers the struggles of their almost grown children may reawaken their own
emotions and worries
Help adolescents find new ways to create meaning and purpose – by listening to their
concerns

Other Important Ways to Support Teens
• Engage them in some family responsibities – mealtime, watching
or playing with younger children
• A regular weekly “check in” is very important to talk about the
changing nature of the COVID-19 pandemic and other information
they may be receiving from the news or internet
• Recognize they may have worries about parents or grandparents
becoming ill, especially for those who work in high-risk jobs or
have chronic health problems (example of 13 yo not wanting to go to in-person
school)

Monitor Mental Health
• With chronic illness and/or fear of the unknown, including return to
school, try to keep communication open related to how they are
doing
– Sleep problems or changes
– Eating more or less
– Signs of self-harm or acting out more than usual
– Isolating more than usual
– Not participating in activities that they usually they enjoy- like
sharing with friends, reading, other ways to relate
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/conditions-and-diseases/coronavirus/staying-home-duringcovid19-help-teens-cope

What are the risks for youth and adolescents
with loss of parent/caregiver?
• Elevated risk of:
– traumatic grief
– depression
– poor educational outcomes
– unintentional death or suicide
– without needed supports and interventions, the

consequences can persist into adulthood
– they can be reawakened at other times of loss in the future

More inequities with losses
• The Census Bureau calculates that 23% of all American children live
in single-parent households with the number being over 62% in the
Black community
• Black children are at increased risk of being left entirely without
parental support if they lose their sole parental caregiver
• More black children (about 8%, double the number of white
children) are being raised by grandparents as the primary caregiver.
With the elderly population representing more than 80% of COVID19 deaths so far, grandparent-dependent children are at even
greater risk of experiencing significant loss

Other Factors Contributing to Poor Mental Heaalth
Among Youth during the COVID-19 Pandemic
• Stresses including financial or material hardship for the
family
• Parent or caregiver distress and mental health issues
• Indefinite Uncertainty
– Contributes to ongoing stress and anxiety
– Previous mental health problems that were under
control may be made worse now

What can Help Youth and Adolescents after
Loss of Parent or Caregiver
• Ways to help youth and teens who are grieving:
– when possible, active engagement in school
– spending time with friends
– face to face encounters with teachers, counselors, and

extended family when possible now
• With more hope now with spread of the vaccine, it is
important to put more supports in place when done safely
especially for youth and adolescents experiencing loss
• Mental health support services being “embedded” in schools
are very important at this time

What can Help Now and Moving Forward?
• Significant day-to-day support needs to be in place
• For that support to be more effective, there also needs to
be recognition that the adults who are affected and
caring for youth may also need support (self-care is not a
luxury)
• Schools, religious, cultural, and community supports are
important communities
• Care and counseling can at least ease some of the
suffering and help provide support

Further Consideratons
•

The scale of COVID-19 mortality in the United States merits efforts to
continuously track how many youth and adolescents are affected by
parental death.
• Sudden parental death, such as that occurring due to COVID-19, can be
particularly traumatizing and leave families ill prepared to navigate its
consequences.
• Moreover, COVID-19 losses have been occurring at a time of social
isolation, institutional strain, and economic hardship, potentially leaving
bereaved youth and adolescents without the supports they need.
• Adults may misinterpret the adolescent’s response and may feel that they
do not need support

Both Adults and Adolescents have Experienced Not only
Grief, but Additional Losses with the COVID-19 Pandemic
For Adolescents

Parents/Caregivers

•

Mis

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Loss of Routines
Seeing family and friends
Celebrating occasions together
Job and income losses
Children at home/home schooling
Fears about and experiences with
illness and death
Uncertainty about the future
Life is different

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Loss of routines
Schools closed/Virtual learning
Being with friends, socialization
Missing events and celebrations with
friends
Missing relatives and grandparents
Parents/caregivers not as available
Younger siblings at home
Life is different with changes,
unpredictability, and uncertainty

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,
essential workers, and racial/ethnic minorities

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

youth and adolescents
– 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

Difficult 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 often traumatic
without family nearby
Frequently they are not expected and there are no “normal” ways to
say good-bye
Grief/Loss and complicated bereavement with COVID-19
It is easy to see how youth and adolescents can be overlooked.
Even in ordinary times, they are often left out of discussions and
events surrounding death.

Bereavement and Grief during COVID-19 Pandemic
• With social distancing, grief and mourning have been
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?
• 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

Loss and Grief
• Grief is a normal and expectable process through
•
•
•
•

which we all come to cope with and heal from 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.

Experiences of Death with COVID-19
• With a more predictable death, there are often 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 youth and adolescents can be
overlooked.
• Even in ordinary times, they are often left out of
discussions and events surrounding death.

Responsive, Supportive
Caregivers are Needed, But…
• If the adults/caregivers are also experiencing loss and
grief, youth and adolescents are left seeking safety and
security as well as normal interactions
• For adolescents, this may feel like a “double loss”:
– Experiencing the stress of loss
– Experiencing the loss of support
• So, it is important to support the caregivers!

What Can We do?
• Express the emotions that you have and explain

the loss of the relationship and how you will miss
the person as well as the activities that you did
together.
• When a loved one has died, find age-appropriate
ways to provide support to youth and adolescents.
Although they are older, they also need to be
listened to and supported.

What may Interfere with Supporting Youth and
Adolescents 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 adolescent’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, they may feel that the adolescent will just “get over it!”
Adolescents need a loving, supportive person to talk to and to
share their pain and sadness of the loss

Additional Worries for Children, Parents and
Other Caregivers
• With a death and the unfairness during the COVID-19
pandemic, youth and adolescents may worry about what
may happen to them or their surviving loved ones and
others in the community
• They may worry about whether they could have done
anything to prevent the illness
• Caregivers should provide reassurance whenever
possible about the precautions that are being taken to
keep them and their loved ones safe.

GMF

Protective Factors
• The most important protective factor is a committed
•
•
•
•

available adult capable of sensitive, responsive,
reliable caregiving and emotional support
Developmentally appropriate involvement in cultural
and family traditions and rituals that bind anxiety
and alleviate grief
Providing clear, direct developmentally appropriate
explanations
Creating a climate that gives permission to feel
Maintaining schedules, routines and rituals of daily
life for security and trust

Ways to Help and Heal
•
•
•
•

Be available and listen!
Listen without giving advice.
Offer support in an unobtrusive but persistent manner
Allow the grieving person to use expressions of anger or
bitterness. For some people, this reaction may be normal
behavior in an attempt to find meaning in what has happened.
• Help adolescents feel that they and their goals are important
Based on: http://www.agis.com/Document/786/fact-sheet---grief-and-loss.aspx

Self-Care for Caregivers is Crucial
• Caregiver well-being is the most important factor in
supporting children through the death of a loved
• 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!

Remember-- “The Hill We Climb”
Amanda Gordon, Youth Poet Laureate, January 2021

So while once we asked, “How could
we possibly prevail over catastrophe,”
now we assert, “How could catastrophe
possibly prevail over us?”

Resources
• Talking to an Adolescent about death
•
•
•

https://www.greenville.k12.sc.us/lakeview/Upload/uploads/Parent%20
Guide.pdf
How to Help Young People Deal with Grief and Loss during COVID-19
https://www.mghclaycenter.org/parenting-concerns/how-to-help-youngpeople-cope-with-grief-and-loss-during-covid-19
Ten Considerations for Mental Health Professionals Working in
Schools following the COVID-19 pandemic
https://www.medschool.lsuhsc.edu/tdc/docs/10%20Considerations%2
0For%20Mental%20Health%20Professionals%20Helping%20in%20Sc
hools%20Following%20The%20Covid-19%20Pandemic.pdf

