
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Helping Children during the Coronavirus Epidemic 
 

The Coronavirus pandemic has changed the face of social interactions. Many countries have 

instituted varying degrees of lockdown, leading to limitations of travel, limitation of work and 

movement outside of the home, closure of schools and most businesses. 

 

South Africa is in the 5th week of Level 5 lockdown. The majority of South Africans are mandated 

to stay home and are only allowed to leave home for very essential reasons, such as buying food, 

buying medicines and seeking healthcare.  

 

Infectious outbreaks have unique characteristics that increase fear and anxiety:  uncertainties and 

concern about catching an infectious disease; fear of illness and death in ourselves and in our 

family members and the imperceptibility of the infective agent increases this fear. Measures to 

contain the disease, such as a severe lockdown, can lead to immense economic hardship and 

uncertainty about the future of our work, our business and our very livelihood. Social distancing, 

avoidance of public places and inability to have human connections with people we care about 

amplify feelings of distress and isolation. On top of that, there is concern regarding the children’s 

education and the stress of feeling inadequate to take on the role of the educator at home, the 

frustrations of freedom limitation, the inevitable altercations of family members living on top of 

each other 24/7, all contribute to the heightened sense of distress. 

 

No matter how parents try to protect their children from the harsh realities of life, children feel 

this fear, tension and distress in their parents and through their interactions with other people 

and the community. The older children are also exposed to information on TV and social media, 

which may cause even more anxiety. This may result in a range of undesirable psychological, 

emotional and behavioural responses, including distress reactions (sleep disruptions, decreased 

perceptions of safety and anxiety, fears of being alone or withdrawn), depression, hostility, 

irritability, somatization symptoms (headaches, tummy aches, vomiting, loss of appetite) and 

inability to concentrate or sit still (try homeschooling these children!) 

 

  



Support the Family Structure while homebound 

 

To prepare, families can develop plans of action together. When appropriate, include children in 

the family planning and preventive behaviours to help support their sense of safety and control. 

 

• Plan physical activities that can be done while homebound 

• Maintain a healthy diet, good sleeping habits and proper hygiene practices (regularly 

washing hands, avoiding touching face, covering mouths when coughing and sneezing) 

• Maintain routines related to bedtimes, meals and exercise 

• Ensure basic supplies and medications are readily available 

• Encourage children’s participation in household chores to facilitate their sense of 

achievement. 

• Plan enjoyable family activities. Such as games, movies and exercise. 

• Maintain a positive mood 

• Practice patience and tolerance, which can be difficult during this time and model 

healthy habits for the entire household. 

• Engage in relaxation techniques to reduce stress 

• Avoid increased use of alcohol and tobacco 

• Allow personal time and personal space at home 

 

Communicate Openly 

 

During times of uncertainty, open communication is critical to helping children feel safe and 

secure. Talking about issues facing us and the community, involving our children in our family’s 

economic and health care plan will lead to better understanding, counter the fear of the 

unknown, give them reassurances and help the children and adolescents feel a sense of control. 

 

1. Explain what the coronavirus is 

 

Ask the children what they have heard about Covid-19 and take time to explain, in an age 

appropriate manner.  

Create an environment where children feel comfortable expressing their concerns and asking 

questions. 

Reassure them that they will receive medical care if they become ill. 

Remember to check in regularly to address newly emerging fears and misconceptions. Clarify 

what is known and unknown to prevent the spread of misinformation and address 

misconceptions regarding stigma. 

  



 

2. Explain how we protect ourselves 

 

Helping children understand why we need to do social distancing, why they cannot go to school 

and why they cannot go to visit their friends or grandparents can take away a lot of frustration 

and resistance. Teaching them proper hygiene and why we wash our hands and wear masks, 

gives them a sense of control and takes away the fear of the “bug”. Children may ask questions 

like: “Is Grandma going to die?” “ Are you going to die? “ “Am I going to die?” Knowing what they 

can do to prevent infection makes them feel a lot safer. 

 

3. Explain how we protect people who are at risk 

 

Help children understand that certain populations (their grandparents, their friends who have 

diabetes or asthma) are at high risk, and we as a community, need to take especially good care of 

them. Children have a keen sense of empathy and altruism. They understand this concept very 

well and will police everyone around them once they know what they can do. 

 

4. Explain our anxiety about our business 

 

Involving children in economic discussions help them feel more secure and gives us an 

opportunity to teach them about money matters. Voicing our concerns appropriately and letting 

them know what we are doing about it helps us and helps them understand and learn about 

problem solving. 

 

Parents’ behaviours have a significant effect on the children. 

Keep conversations calm and focused on facts. Emphasize our efforts in dealing with this. 

 

Children may ask: “Have you lost your job? Why are you not at work?” 

This is a good time to involve the children (age dependent manner) in strategizing and financial 

planning. 

 

“Yes. I am not earning any money at the moment. But I am sure this is a temporary thing, 

because this is happening to all of us. Once the virus is controlled, then I am sure we can sort 

something out. You know we can always make a plan, Right? There is always something we can 

do. We will do it as a family!”  

- gives them a sense of control, reassurance and alleviates fear of the unknown. 

 

“It is always a good idea to have a saving, so that when something like this happens, we have 

something to help us through. You see, this is what I have been doing…..” 

- teaching them about financial planning 

“This is what I have done to help XXX (insert domestic worker name or employee)” 

- teaching them a sense of responsibility, and empathy to others. 



 

“In the meantime, let us see what we can do to make what we have last longer. “ 

Give them a chance to give suggestions.  

- makes them feel that they are useful and contribute to the family 

- teaches them about saving and not wasting 

 

5. Chat about feelings of fear, anxiety, depression, isolation, etc. 

 

Share our feelings openly by voicing them in a calm manner and let them share theirs. It opens up 

a channel of discussion, gives them permission to chat about feelings, even if negative, and 

creates a sense of closeness as a family. If you feel up to it, you can even discuss strategies to 

help each other through this time, watch out for each other’s distress and find creative ways to 

help each other. Being able to open up to each other brings you closer, especially with your 

adolescents. 

 

6. Keep connected 

 

Develop plans for maintaining the children’s connection to friends and other family members via 

phone and/or internet. 

Utilize available homeschool or distance learning opportunities to sustain their educational needs 

as well as their physical and mental health needs. 

 

7. Make time for the children 

 

Even if you are busy with work and meetings online, set aside time everyday to do things with 

your children. Your younger children do not understand why you don’t have time for them when 

you are home all day.  

Take a morning off one day, 30 minutes off another day if you are busy, set aside every evening 

to do special things with your children and your spouse. 

Allow each child his/her own individual time and allow your child to negotiate an activity to do 

with you. Give your 100% attention. 

 

There is no better time to build an everlasting bond with our children while we are stuck at home. 

As the economy recovers, we will be all be very busy again. 

 

Written by Dr. Caroline Lee 

 

 

 

 

 

 


