
COVID-19 and Adolescent 
Mental Health



How is the Covid-19 pandemic affecting 
adolescents?

Greatest impact stems from: 
• School closures
• Being in the house with family members
• Not getting to see friends and peers

Developmental tasks of adolescence:
• Develop social skills and empathy
• Develop a sense of identity 
• Sense of time differs from adults. They live their lives in a series of events 

(that might not be happening).



Pandemic Challenges

• Change in routine
• Break in continuity of learning
• Break in continuity of health care
• Missed significant life events à Grief
• Loss of security of safety
• Challenges in lower-income communities



Change in routine
• Physically or socially distancing from someone you love-friends, 

boyfriend/girlfriend, family or worship community is really 
challenging for teens.
• Adolescents might struggle with having to skip social gathering or 

wearing masks.
• Important for adults to helps teens safely connect with family and 

friends remotely.
• Establishing some sort of routine is important, including a time for 

schooling (hybrid or virtual) and exercise and an opportunity to leave 
the house.
• SLEEP SCHEDULES-one of the most important things to establish. 

Adolescents need 9-10 hours per night. Less could lead to higher 
stress levels and lower levels of cognitive functioning.



Break in continuity of learning
• Immediate need for virtual learning brought to light inequity in resources, access 

and connectivity across families and communities.

• School closures might have caused a break or disruption in supplemental services 
(occupational, behavioral or speech therapy).

• Impact on adolescents’ development of athletic or hands-on vocational skills.

• “Zoom fatigue”

• Stress around going back in-person or switching to virtual. 



Break in continuity of health care
• Parents may have avoided seeking routine health care (dental, eye, 

immunizations, pediatric well-visits) due to stay-at-home orders. 

• School closures lessened their ability to receive mental health 
services that might have been offered in school. 

• Continuity of health care in all capacities (mental, physical) should be 
a priority. 



Missed significant life events à Grief
• Feeling of placing life “on-hold”.
• Birthdays, graduations, proms, vacations, births and funerals are 

some examples of the many significant life events that teens might 
have missed. 
• Grief is a very real response to these losses.
• Elisabeth Kubler-Ross 5 stages of grief:

• Denial
• Anger
• Bargaining
• Depression
• Acceptance
* Most teens are stuck in anger/depression stages



Loss of security and safety
• Job loss has affected many families during the pandemic.
• Economic insecurity is linked to adverse development, academic 

achievement, and health outcomes. 
• Economic stressors could increase risk to exposure to violence. 
• Along with stay-at-home orders, some adolescents may have been 

increasingly exposed to abuse and neglect, and increased rates of 
domestic and sexual violence. 

* However, calls to CYS have plummeted, mainly because these students are 
not around those adults who typically report to CYS (teachers, counselors, 
school personnel).



Challenges in lower-income communities

• Pandemic is highlighting a lot of societal divides in the way it is 
disproportionately impacting lower-income families. 
• Stress and trauma is higher
• More food insecurity, housing instability, loss of income, and higher 

rates of illness and death. 
• Barriers to support
• Older children taking care of younger children might have less time to 

concentrate and keep up with schoolwork.



What can you do as parents/caregivers?

• Maintain as normal a routine as possible
• Be alert for changes in behavior
• Talk, listen, and encourage expression
• Give honest and accurate information
• Teach simple steps to stay healthy
• Reassure children about their safety
• Always be willing to have a conversation about what they might 

see/hear on the news, social media outlets etc. 



Recognize and address fear and 
stress

• Adolescent can be very overwhelmed when stress is related to a 
traumatic event

• This feeling might be expressed as :
• Anger/frustration
• Worry
• Sadness
• Unhealthy eating/sleeping habits
• Difficulty with attention and concentration
• Isolation



Teach and reinforce everyday 
preventative actions

• Encourage adolescents to be good role models of behavior by 
encouraging:
• Mask wearing
• Hand-washing
• Social distancing
• Limiting attendance at larger gatherings   

• Be mindful that adolescents might want to follow what their peers 
are doing. Stay in communication with other families if possible about 
group behaviors.



Help adolescents stay socially connected
• Encourage adolescents to reach out to friends and family via phone, video 

chats, and social media.

• Be willing to make some changes in terms of what you find acceptable 
screen-time use. 

• More important than the amount of screen time is actually the type of 
screen time. 

• Teens use social media as their means of connection. It is important to 
teach positive use rather than limit it. 



Resources
For MHA COVID-19 resource
https://www.mhanational.org/covid19

For other mental health COVID-19 
resources 
https://psychhub.com/covid-19/

To take a free mental health screen                 
https://screening.mhanational.org

National Alliance on Mental Illness
https://www.nami.org

Center for Disease Control and Prevention
https://www.cdc.gov

Johns Hopkins Center for Adolescent 
Health
https://www.jhsph.edu

Coping with Covid-19
http://www.healthstorycollaborative.org/c
oping-with-covid19
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