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The SARS 2 novel coronavirus, COVID-19, has led to international public health measures that have a direct
and ongoing impact on children, including prolonged school closures, physical distancing from friends and
relatives, and a complete disruption to their educational and social routines.(1) It is yet unknown how these
public health measures, and the threat of COVID-19, will impact the psychological health of our youth. In the
face of this uncertainty, we have the power as physicians to frame risk appropriately with children and ensure
that steps are taken to contextualize this risk within their home environment. Effective risk communication by
physicians and within families is essential now to mitigate the evolving psychological impact of COVID-19 on
children.

The physician has a role both in modeling effective risk communication to children, and empowering caregivers
to talk directly with their children about COVID-19. The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) and the
Canadian Pediatric Society (CPS) recommend that discussions with children be 'realistically reassuring,'
incorporating elements of both reassurance and honesty while providing children with a sense of control (1,2)
For example, children could be reminded that they are helping prevent the spread of the virus with physical
distancing and handwashing.(2) In young children physical distancing can be framed as a measure they are
taking to help the world around them. Reminding children that the scientific community is learning as much as it
can, as quickly as it can, can provide some reassurance.(2) Enquiring what children understand about COVID-
19, both during physician visits and within the family unit, and engaging in an 'honest but positive,' and age-
appropriate discussion provides a framework for children to sort out myth from reality (1). UNICEF recommends
all communication about COVID-19 with children should be open-ended, bi-directional, and incorporate
knowledge of the family's health literacy (3,4). The COVID-19 health literacy project, in partnership with Harvard
Health Publishing, has age-appropriate COVID-19 fact sheets for 3-6 year olds, 6-12 year olds, and 13-18 year
olds in 35 languages (4).

The public largely relies on traditional and social media to inform their level of risk perception. Enquiring about
screen time within the home, and counseling that media use be supervised and age appropriate, is
recommended (1,2). The UNICEF statement on talking to children about COVID19 notes that if screen time is
not kept in check, 'children may not distinguish between images on screen and their own personal reality, and
they may believe they're in imminent danger'(3). The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
recommends minimizing the amount of screen time devoted specifically to COVID-19, as 'too much
information…can lead to anxiety'(5). Children must be reminded that stories about COVID-19 on social media
may be inaccurate or false (5). Options for safe screen time in younger children include age-appropriate
podcasts (1). For older children and adolescents, when direct supervision is less feasible, it is recommended
that caregivers engage them in the conversation about what they read or see within media, to allow early
correction of any misinformation (2).

Providing an ongoing sense of normalcy can help frame communication of risk within the home. With school and
daycare closures, it is recommended that children have an ongoing sense of routine and normalcy which
includes learning and reading, virtual communication with friends, physical play, proper sleep hygiene, and
regular mealtimes (2). Virtual visits for regular appointments by their physicians add to the sense of normalcy. It
is also essential, when modeling risk communication to children, that both physicians and caregivers remember
that children take their cues from adults of importance in their lives (5). As noted by the CPS, 'kids…watch your
face, hear your tone of voice, and overhear your conversations' (1). It is recommended that physicians and
caregivers frame their own discussions in a calm and reassuring way (5). Taking time for ourselves as
physicians, and encouraging caregivers to do likewise, helps ensure our tone remains calm and reassuring (3).
As noted by the World Health Organization (WHO), managing mental and psychological well-being is equally as
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important to managing physical well-being during COVID-19 (6).

Finally, it is of the utmost importance to ensure that conversations about COVID-19 among healthcare providers
and within the family unit avoid stigmatization or assumptions about who might be infected or transmitting
infection (3,5). UNICEF recommends that it be explained to children that 'coronavirus has nothing to do with
what someone looks like, where they are from, or what language they speak' (3). There are statements on how
to talk to children about COVID19 from the AAP, CPS, CDC, WHO, and UNICEF that can serve as references
for both physicians and caregivers (Table 1).

Table 1: Resources for Physicians and Families - Talking to Children About COVID-19

Resource Website
American Academy of Pediatrics:
Healthy Children -  2019 Novel
Coronavirus (COVID-19)

https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-
issues/conditions/chest-lungs/Pages/2019-
Novel-Coronavirus.aspx

Centers for Disease Control: COVID-
19 - Talking to Children

https: / /www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-
ncov/daily-life-coping/talking-with-children.html

Canadian Pediatric Society: How can
we talk to kids about COVID-19? Be
realistically reassuring

https://www.cps.ca/en/blog-blogue/how-can-
we-talk-to-kids-about-covid-19

COVID-19 Health Literacy Project https://covid19healthliteracyproject.com/?fbclid
=IwAR0_z2yx7YJ4xY8YSRWN2LiBtytnKFnv8
UH6nK1L-nBcDdHNfk9WgArOJjE#

UNICEF: How to talk to your child
about COVID-19

https://www.unicef.org/coronavirus/how-talk-
your-child-about-coronavirus-covid-19

World Health Organization: Mental
h e a l t h  a n d  p s y c h o s o c i a l
considerations during the COVID-19
outbreak

h t t p s : / / w w w . w h o . i n t / d o c s / d e f a u l t -
s o u r c e / c o r o n a v i r u s e / m e n t a l - h e a l t h -
considerations.pdf?sfvrsn=6d3578af_8

Caregivers are contending both with the direct impact of COVID-19 on their daily lives and work schedules, as
well as the largely uncharacterized effect that COVID-19 may have on the pediatric population, both immediately
and longer-term. Both physicians and caregivers struggle with current feelings of helplessness in the face of
high infectivity rates, medication shortages, significant mortality rates, and no treatment or cure on the horizon.
However, in the face of this uncertainty, we have the power to frame risk appropriately with youth and ensure
that steps are taken to contextualize this risk within their environment. Discussing these steps with families has
the potential to reframe our current social context, allowing a 'new normal' that encourages gratitude, resilience,
and optimism (1). While much remains uncertain, proper risk communication is incremental, manageable, and
may play a role in reducing the impact of this pandemic on the psychological health of children long-term.

Dr. Elissa Abrams is an Assistant Professor, Department of Pediatrics, Section of Allergy and Clinical
Immunology and Associate Member, Department of Pediatrics, Division of Allergy and Immunology, University
of British Columbia.
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