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Meeting Families’ Needs During COVID – 19 Shut Down: 
Tips and Resources for Volunteers and Professionals 

 
 

 

The COVID – 19 (coronavirus) outbreak has the potential to increase stress, emotional 

difficulties, and physical ill health in children and families. Fears of catching the virus, the illness 

itself, and the demands and uncertainty imposed by the shuttering of schools and businesses, job 

losses, and social distancing exacts a physiological and psychological toll. Families already 

struggling due to previous physical or emotional health concerns, low income, isolation, or 

stigmatized identities are most at risk for experiencing mental health difficulties. Families of first 

responders or those who have become seriously ill from the virus will also be strongly affected. 

 

Researchers studying previous pandemics found that a majority of people experience distress 

during outbreaks and a quarter to a half of the population will continue to show heightened 

difficulties for months to years after the threat ends. As a result of stress and isolation, harsh 

parenting and domestic violence also tend to increase. 

 

Outreach and early intervention to families can prevent severe problems from developing and 

increase wellbeing. The results of numerous studies show that resilience results from adequate 

material needs, social supports, positive parenting techniques, and the ability to manage self and 

emotions. The following resources and suggestions can help families better manage in each of 

those areas. 

 

Material Needs 

 

When people face financial and material hardship, stress, anxiety, depression, and anger can 

increase. Helping families prioritize needs and find resources to alleviate or reduce hardship is 

important. Families benefit not just from referrals but also from help procuring and filling out 

forms. Researching what is available, contacting agencies, and applying for help can be time 

consuming and exhausting, especially for families already feeling stretched, hopeless, and worn 

out. 

 

Resources: 

 

• For information on how to obtain essential needs and assistance: Call 211  

• Government and foundation grants for unemployment and SNAP benefits 

• Food banks 

• Salvation army 

• Websites that point to resources for housing, food, avoiding eviction, childcare etc.: 

o CHAPA: https://www.chapa.org/housing-courses/covid-19-immediate-assistance 

o Western Massachusetts Community Aid (all types of aid): 

https://www.wmacma.com 

https://www.chapa.org/housing-courses/covid-19-immediate-assistance
https://www.wmacma.com/
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o Northampton Neighbors: 

https://www.northamptonneighbors.org/content.aspx?page_id=22&club_id=5600

30&module_id=241357 

o Free Internet: https://corporate.comcast.com/covid-19 

 

 

Families may also need help planning how to live and engage in meaningful activities on a 

reduced budget and with fewer resources. 

 

Social Supports 

 

Social relationships are crucial to wellbeing. Research evidence links isolation to adverse 

physical health, depression, poor sleep, cognitive decline, and premature death. The social 

distancing requirements of COVID-19 means that many people are separated from families, 

workplaces, schools, friends, religious organizations, and many other important sources of social 

support. Encouraging families to reconnect with important people through virtual means, outdoor 

talks, or games conducted from across a lawn or path is important. Children can also talk, play 

games, sing, or do art projects over the internet with friends.  

 

Families without ready sources of support should be encouraged to think through who may be 

available to them or with whom they can reach out. Volunteering to talk daily with another 

isolated individual may help. Virtual support groups can also prove beneficial. For the most 

isolated families, professionals may want to consider briefer, yet more frequent contacts in place 

of single, longer ones. When emotional or other issues interfere with a person forging 

connections, a referral to psychotherapy should be considered. 

 

Resources: 

 

• Online support groups 

• Western Massachusetts Community Aid: https://www.wmacma.com 

• Northampton Neighbors: 

https://www.northamptonneighbors.org/content.aspx?page_id=22&club_id=560030&mo

dule_id=241357 

• Virtual AA meetings: 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1a71ccw7ihaWelksKwOp4AzAkYlVqSoKiN6Gsm

38bKMU/mobilebasic?urp=gmail_link 

• Many religious institutions and recreational classes have moved online, as well 

 

Parenting Concerns 

 

Stay at home orders as a result of the coronavirus have added tasks and burdens to parents. 

Instead of attending school and activities, parents are home with them full-time managing every 

aspect of their lives. For parents who are also trying to work at home, juggling multiple tasks and 

assuming new responsibilities can be difficult. 

 

https://www.northamptonneighbors.org/content.aspx?page_id=22&club_id=560030&module_id=241357
https://www.northamptonneighbors.org/content.aspx?page_id=22&club_id=560030&module_id=241357
https://www.wmacma.com/
https://www.northamptonneighbors.org/content.aspx?page_id=22&club_id=560030&module_id=241357
https://www.northamptonneighbors.org/content.aspx?page_id=22&club_id=560030&module_id=241357
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1a71ccw7ihaWelksKwOp4AzAkYlVqSoKiN6Gsm38bKMU/mobilebasic?urp=gmail_link
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1a71ccw7ihaWelksKwOp4AzAkYlVqSoKiN6Gsm38bKMU/mobilebasic?urp=gmail_link
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On top of the difficulties school closures have created for parents, a subset of children will find 

adjusting to new routines hard, as well as heightened anxiety about the coronavirus and the 

uncertainties it has wrought. Children often express their fears and distress through behaviors--

either shutting down or becoming irritable and acting out. Some children, especially those with a 

history of maltreatment, may react to the loss of predictability by becoming angry and 

controlling. In those situations, parents must help children handle their emotional reactions and 

manage their behaviors. 

 

In times of stress and adversity, and during previous pandemics, parents often resort to harsher 

parenting practices. However, such tactics are counter to what is helpful. Children can be very 

sensitive to adults’ moods and responses, so the more parents can adopt a realistic, reassuring, 

and supportive stance, the better.   

 

Parenting tactics that help children in crisis include labelling and validating emotions, 

encouraging questions and conversations, structure and activities, clear limits that are enforced 

calmly and with empathy, and helping children with strategies to improve coping and self-

control. Physical exercise, music, deep breathing, and many other tactics that can be found in the 

resources below can help children stay regulated. 

 

Resources: 

 

• Parent/Caregiver Guide to Helping Families Cope: 

https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/fact-sheet/outbreak_factsheet_1.pdf 

• Supporting Children During Coronavirus: 

https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/fact-sheet/supportingchildren-covid-

factsheet.pdf 

• Online educational resources: https://2a566822-8004-431f-b136-

8b004d74bfc2.filesusr.com/ugd/4700a8_18f2fd6b01634dc79932dd8a4d7a5c90.pdf 

• Parenting and other resources: https://insidesel.com/2020/03/12/covid-19/ 

• Multilingual book for young kids explaining COVID:  

• https://www.mindheart.co/descargables 

• My Pandemic Story. A Guided Activity Workbook for the World’s Children, Families, 

Teachers and Caregivers: 

• http://www.childrenspsychologicalhealthcenter.org/wp-

content/uploads/2014/11/Mypandemicstory-8.3.pdf 

• Coronavirus explained: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OPsY-

jLqaXM&feature=youtu.be 

• Coping in Hard Times for Youth: https://www.nctsn.org/resources/coping-hard-times-

fact-sheet-youth-high-school-and-college-age 

• Stress and Helping my child cope: https://healthcaretoolbox.org/tools-and-resources/14-

health-care-toolbox/tools-and-resources/602-covid19-children-and-families.html 

 

 

 

 

https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/fact-sheet/outbreak_factsheet_1.pdf
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/fact-sheet/supportingchildren-covid-factsheet.pdf
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/fact-sheet/supportingchildren-covid-factsheet.pdf
https://2a566822-8004-431f-b136-8b004d74bfc2.filesusr.com/ugd/4700a8_18f2fd6b01634dc79932dd8a4d7a5c90.pdf
https://2a566822-8004-431f-b136-8b004d74bfc2.filesusr.com/ugd/4700a8_18f2fd6b01634dc79932dd8a4d7a5c90.pdf
https://insidesel.com/2020/03/12/covid-19/
https://www.mindheart.co/descargables
http://www.childrenspsychologicalhealthcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Mypandemicstory-8.3.pdf
http://www.childrenspsychologicalhealthcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Mypandemicstory-8.3.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OPsY-jLqaXM&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OPsY-jLqaXM&feature=youtu.be
https://www.nctsn.org/resources/coping-hard-times-fact-sheet-youth-high-school-and-college-age
https://www.nctsn.org/resources/coping-hard-times-fact-sheet-youth-high-school-and-college-age
https://healthcaretoolbox.org/tools-and-resources/14-health-care-toolbox/tools-and-resources/602-covid19-children-and-families.html
https://healthcaretoolbox.org/tools-and-resources/14-health-care-toolbox/tools-and-resources/602-covid19-children-and-families.html
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Emotional Concerns: 

 

For parents to meet the needs of their children, they must stay calm, regulated, and in control of 

their own emotions and reactions. When their own stresses and emotions run high, empathy and 

validation from a trusted social support can help. Other interventions include deep breathing, 

taking short stress breaks, exercise, self-care, and many other strategies. Explore with parents 

what works best for them.  

 

Parents with pre-existing mental health difficulties or a history of trauma may find that the stress, 

losses, and anxiety of the current pandemic cause an increase or return to symptoms. Previous 

traumas may be triggered by perceived helplessness or lack of control or physiological stress 

symptoms that mimic previous traumas. Parents finding themselves triggered in these ways 

needs psychoeducation and help redefining goals and priorities in ways that help them feel more 

in control of their lives. They should be encouraged to focus on new opportunities or goals that 

the changed circumstances have enabled. While thinking and expressing feelings can be 

valuable, ruminating is not. Parents and children who get stuck in negative thoughts and 

emotions should be encouraged to distract themselves by engaging in alternative and enjoyable 

activities. 

 

Resources: 

 

• Managing Stress: https://www.ptsd.va.gov/covid/COVID_managing_stress.asp 

• Mental health and coping: https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-

coping/managing-stress-anxiety.html 

• Free mindfulness apps: Stop Breathe & Think, UCLA Mindful App, Insight Timer 

• Stress Management: https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/stress-

management/resources/hlv-20049495?p=1 

• Six relaxation techniques: https://www.health.harvard.edu/mind-and-mood/six-

relaxation-techniques-to-reduce-stress 

• 21 Emotion Regulations Worksheets and Strategies: 

https://positivepsychology.com/emotion-regulation-worksheets-strategies-dbt-skills/ 

 

https://www.ptsd.va.gov/covid/COVID_managing_stress.asp
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/managing-stress-anxiety.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/managing-stress-anxiety.html
https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/stress-management/resources/hlv-20049495?p=1
https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/stress-management/resources/hlv-20049495?p=1
https://www.health.harvard.edu/mind-and-mood/six-relaxation-techniques-to-reduce-stress
https://www.health.harvard.edu/mind-and-mood/six-relaxation-techniques-to-reduce-stress
https://positivepsychology.com/emotion-regulation-worksheets-strategies-dbt-skills/
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Parenting Concerns

Social Isolation

Stress and
Emotional
Concerns

Food, housing, utilities, 

supplies, child-care, 

finances, physical health
Material Needs

Educate about social supports

Identify informal and formal supports

Facilitate reaching out to supports
Conduct brief, frequent check-ins

Normalize and empathize with 

feelings of grief, anger, 
exhaustion, stress, anxiety, 

frustration and fear
Were past traumas triggered?

Provide resources for 

self care, stress 

management, 
emotional regulation, 

and coping

Refer for 
services

Child’s anxiety or emotions

Behavior management

Activities and structure
Talking with children

Family conflict

Provide tips and ideas

Provide psychoeducation on 
positive parenting

Link to online resources

Flow Diagram for Meeting Families’ Needs During COVID – 19 Shut Down

Created by Karen Zilberstein, LICSW

Identify informal resources 

Refer to formal resources


