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BEHAVIORAL HEALTH IMPACTS OF COVID-19
Trends and Impacts on Children and Families
Tona McGuire, Ph.D.

Key Things to Know

Upwards of three million Washingtonians will likely
experience clinically significant behavioral health
symptoms within the next 3-6 months.
• Symptoms of depression (2.25m-4.5m), anxiety (1.5m), and
acute stress will likely be the most common
• PTSD less common, but concern among some populations
(post-ventilation/critical care, exposure to traumatic events)

Substance use related challenges are expected to
significantly increase.

• Roughly 50% of individuals who experience behavioral health
diagnoses develop a substance-related disorder, and vice versa
• Approximately 20% of individuals could struggle with alcohol
use, but less than 0.5% will likely be new acute cases
• August 2020 marijuana sales were up 41% and alcohol related
ED visits increased
correspondingly
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Key Things to Know (Cont.)

Domestic violence tends to increase post-disaster, which is true
for COVID-19.
• 26% decrease in select other offenses
• 17% increase in domestic violence compared to 2019
• True number of cases is likely significantly higher

Behavioral health impacts will likely be seen in phases, peaking
6-9 months post-outbreak.
• Follows the psychological phases of disaster, varies based on start of
outbreak and mitigation activities within a community
• Normal reaction to abnormal circumstances
• Resilience is the typical response to disasters, and it can be taught
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Current National Trends

Prevalence of depression symptoms in US adults before and during the COVID-19
pandemic – Ettman et al. JAMA (September 2, 2020).
Key findings:
 During the COVID-19 pandemic period (March–April), depression symptoms were reported
three times more often across all demographic groups than during a comparison prepandemic period.
 27.8% of persons had depression symptoms during the pandemic period, compared with
8.5% who had symptoms before the pandemic.
 Severity of depression symptoms was also greater during the pandemic period compared
with before.
 Lower income, <$5,000 in savings, or experiencing COVID-19-related stressors (e.g., losing a
job, knowing someone who died of COVID-19, having financial problems) were all associated
with increased depression.
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Psychological Distress – Under 18 and All Groups, 2019-2020

Under 18 (+78 per 10k, weekly avg.)

Over 18 (-59 per 10k, weekly avg.)
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Suicidal Ideation – Under 18 and All Groups, 2019-2020

Under 18 (+170 per 10k, weekly avg.)

Over 18 (-81 per 10k, weekly avg.)
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Suicide Attempt – Under 18 and All Groups, 2019-2020

Under 18 (+86 per 10k, weekly avg.)

Over 18 (-9 per 10k, weekly avg.)
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Data from Washington Poison Control (WAPC) for Ages 13–17
Intentional self-harm or suicidal intent up by 5%
 Over-the-counter (OTC) medications
 Misuse of prescription medications (e.g., atypical antipsychotics)

Substance abuse (wanting to get “high”)
 OTC medications, such as antihistamines, cough medicine, etc.

 Illegal substances, such as alcohol and cannabis, up 34%

Washington State Department of Health | 12

Washington, as
of 10/27/2020
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Common Responses to Disaster for Adults





Emotional
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Shock
Despair
Anger
Anxiety
Terror
Emotional numbing
Mood swings
Grief
Feeling
overwhelmed
• Sadness

Cognitive



• Trouble with focus
and decision
making
• Confusion
• Intrusive thoughts
and flashbacks
• Dissociation
• Working memory
difficulty
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Physical
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Fatigue
Insomnia
Agitation
Headaches and
stomachaches
Appetite
changes
Startle response
Dizziness
Weakness

Common Responses to Disaster for Adults (Cont.)





Behavioral
• Crying spells
• Outbursts of aggression
• Relationship conflict

• School and work impairment
• High-risk behaviors

Spiritual
• Positive change in relationship
or belief about God or higher
power and spiritual practices
• Abandonment of prayer and
other spiritual practices
• Questioning tenants of faith or
beliefs
• Questions about reality
• Questions about meaning
• Questions about justice
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Common Responses to Disaster for Children and Teens



Physical Symptoms



Changes in Behavior

• Headaches

• Substance abuse

• Stomachaches

• Increased risk taking

• Trouble sleeping

• Acting like there is nothing
good in the future

• Appetite changes

• Acting immature or younger
than their age

• Increased tantrums
• Increased clinginess
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Common Responses to Disaster for Children and Teens (Cont.)



Changes in Mood
• Worried for the safety of
others
• Cranky
• Worried the disaster will
happen again
• Too agitated or hyper



Changes in Thinking
• Trouble concentrating
• Difficulty learning new things
• False belief that it is their
fault
• Loss of trust that adults can
protect them

• Feeling angry, sad, or fearful
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Impact of COVID-19 on Education And Learning
• Difficulty paying attention, having a hard time focusing on schoolwork
• Trouble remembering what was learned and remembering to complete tasks
• Having too much energy, acting too silly

• Feeling really tired all the time
• Having a hard time sleeping
• Having headaches or stomachaches
• Being cranky, having tantrums, or crying often

• Blurting out or having a hard time thinking before speaking or acting
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Individual Protective Factors
• Sense of humor
• Ability to think outside the box or creatively
• Active coping

• Physical exercise
• Religion or spirituality
• Problem-solving skills

• Good social skills
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Family Protective Factors
• Positive family environment
• Good parent and child relationship
• Parents who get along
• Having a valued role in the household
o Helping siblings
o Doing chores
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Resilience Development




Purpose

•
•
•
•


Connection

What gets you up in the
morning?
What contributes to
making you feel good
about yourself?
What can you remind
yourself of to help on a
day-to-day basis?
Don’t think too long term
or big picture.

•

•
•

How can you stay
connected with the
people who are
important to you?
How can you develop
new connections?
Connections can be
anything.

Flexibility and Adaptability
•
•
•

•

Washington State Department of Health | 23

How can you be creative
with social distancing and
stay connected?
How can you adjust your
physical space?
How can you change your
schedule to give you discreet
and clear breaks and
boundaries?
How can you build your
schedule to make room for
things that allow you to
grow?

Resilience Exploration



Internal Strengths



External Resources

• Cooperation and
communication

• What has worked well for you
in the past?

• Problem solving

• Who can you reach out to?

• Self-awareness

• What resources are still
needed?

• Empathy
• Advocating for yourself
• Goals and aspirations
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Communication
• Remember how our pre-frontal cortex is influenced by stress
• No one can have a logical, problem-solving oriented talk when they are
flooded

• Take extra time to talk
• Get space from difficult conversations rather than continuing to push the
issue
• Check in on levels of rest or tiredness before pursuing important
conversations
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Practice the REST Model

Reward: Reward yourself

Establish: Establish

Share: Share your feelings,

for a job well done. Build
reinforcements into your
work. Help pay attention
to this aspect for
maintaining resilience.

healthy boundaries. When
you are off duty, stick to
that boundary.

concerns, and stories.
Participate in support and
consultation groups. Make
time for connections and
activities in your life.
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Trust: Trust your support
network and reach out as
needed. Refer people
elsewhere if you are too
tired or compromised
emotionally to be able to
offer support.

Health Support Team (HST)
Background
• The Health Support Team (HST) program uses an evidence based behavioral health
training curriculum to train non-behavioral health professional volunteers or staff in
the provision of ongoing behavioral health support services to colleagues, families,
friends, and community members in the aftermath of natural or human-made
disaster.

Purpose
• The goal is to provide trainees tools for coping in a crisis or disaster across the
continuum of preparedness, acute response, and rebuilding. HST Includes best
practices in disaster response and offers a secondary gain of increased experience of
resilience for HST trainees and volunteers (as supported by research).
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Resources - General

DOH – Forecasts, situation reports, guidance, and resources:
Behavioral Health Resources

State – General mental health resources and infographics:
Mental and Emotional Wellbeing Resources
Gatherings Resources
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Opportunity Youth
COVID-19 Survey
Findings Summary - September 2020
Report forthcoming in early October

Opportunity Youth COVID-19 Survey
Purpose
Document the experiences, needs and strengths of
opportunity youth during the pandemic so that those working
to respond, support and rebuild have direct input from young
people.
Audience
Staff in programs & schools serving opportunity youth.
Community leaders and decision makers involved in response
and recovery.
Responses were collected May 19 – May 31, 2020.
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Who were the 217 young people who responded?
14%

Race/Ethnicity
17%

20%

(35)

(42)

5%

(30
)

Asian or Asian American
Black or African American
Latino, Latina,
Latinx
Multiracial
Native American, Alaska Native
Pacific Islander
White or European American

(9
)

44%
(93
)

14%
(29
)

1%
(3)

Gender
18%

(22
)

23%
(48
)

2% 2%
(5

(37)

(5
)

)

Female (cisgender)
Male (cisgender)
Male (transgender)
Nonbinary

32%

28%

16-18
19-21
22-24
Over 24
Under 16

4%

(11
)

11%

Age

(66
)

(58)

63%

(130
)

Currently working?

School status

Yes,
part-time

41%

Yes,
full-time

24%

22%
13
%

comprehensive
high school

college or
university

alternative
reengagement
and other

73%

No

not
in school

20%
7%

Top respondent zip

codes

98168
98188
98003
Burien, Seatac,
Tukwila, Federal Way

Th e m e 1 :
COVID is affecting the lives of young people in many different
ways, with the most negative impacts around employment,
education, relationships and mental health.
“I wish that I have a tutor to help me with my schoolwork because it’s harder to
learn using distance learning and the tools are very limited.”
“I'm looking forward to human interaction, to seeing my friends and going outside…”
"Financial stability has been an issue at home. So I had to change my future plans for
college."

How has Covid-19 affected these aspects of your life?
Very negatively

Somewhat negatively

Neutral (no effect)

Somewhat positively

Very Positively

Employment
33%

27%

33%

5%

Education
28%

39%

17%

9%

8%

Relationships with people close to you
25%

41%

16%

11%

7%

Mental health
25%

37%

24%

7%

7%

Diet
24%

32%

25%

14%

5%

Family living in another country
21%

22%

5%

49%

3%

Connection to cultural or religious community
19%

29%

6%

42%

4%

Overall physical health
10%

35%

11%

37%

7%

Access to basic needs
8%

40%

41%

5%

7%

Th e m e 2 :
Youth and families are experiencing acute financial hardship and
many struggle to meet basic needs.
“I wish I had transportation options so that I could get a job to support my
family a bit at least.”
“My dad got laid off because he couldn't go to work because I was sick and in the
hospital…and now unemployment is taking forever to pay us…we don't even
know how we're going to have meals for the rest of the month.”

"...Because I have been unemployed during the pandemic, I may not be able to
go to school. I used up my savings and now I don't have anything to rely on."

Th e m e 3:
Strong, supportive and sustained relationships between staff and
students are key to learning – especially remote learning.
“I don’t feel like the schools are considering our personal well-being sometimes. I
hope that in the future, schools are more flexible and empathic of a student’s
perspective…”
“More focus on individualized learning would be nice. I think the pandemic has
brought to light how much of school is wasted for the amount of learning done.”
“...the social interaction with teachers and students is very important...students and
teachers need the social connection, face-to-face and interaction. It’s part of being a
human being!! Socialize!!”

Remote Learning

If you are in school,

Supportive

how supportive have
the staff (teachers,

Latino, Latina, Latinx

55%

White or
European American

Asian or Asian American
Black or African American
Latino, Latina, Latinx

41.46%

Pacific Islander

25.86%

34.29%

16.22%

27.59%

18.18%

54.55%

12.07%

27.27%

18.18%

28.57%

19%

14%

9%

14%

27%

6%

20%

If you have been

26.83%

37.84%

45.45%

14%

12%

23%

7%

N/A - I am not participating in online learning

21.62%

34.48%

5%

6%

18%

51%

26.83%

24.32%

Multiracial

White or
European American

Not useful

14%

64%

Pacific Islander

Slightly useful

24%

67%

Multiracial

during the pandemic?

N/A - I am not currently in school

67%

Black or African American

counselors) been

Not supportive

63%

Asian or Asian American

case managers,

Useful

Slightly supportive

9.09%

18.18%

20.00%

9.09%

17.14%

participating in online
learning during the
pandemic, how useful has
that experience been?
* Native American/Indigenous students are
not shown because of the small number of
responses

Th e m e 4 :
Our schools lack integrated mental health supports, an essential
component of learning, especially now.
“…some adults might think that ‘we have nothing else to do’ all day but this
pandemic is taking a serious toll on our mental health. I can complete the school
work fine, but I don't feel like the schools are considering our personal well-beings
sometimes.”
“I wish I had school right now and the benefit of human interaction. School is a safe
space for a lot of people and now we don't get that opportunity to get away
everyday. I miss having people to talk to and support from peers if needed.”
“I wish I had support with my mental health. My family doesn’t believe in that, and I
can’t talk to my friends about it because they are dealing with their own problems.”

TV/Streaming

75%

Connecting with friends

73%

Playing video games

53%

Physical exercise

53%

Learning something new

42%

Making art

37%

Reading

36%

Meditation/mindfulness

Helping others
Talking to a counselor/therapist

20%

16%

13%

“Other ”: 11%
Most common theme: Music

Mental Health

How are you managing stress at this time?

Th e m e 5 :
This is a time of deep social disconnection for young people,
though they are creative about finding ways to engage.
““[I look forward to] hugs. I am a person who loves hugs when I see people, and I
definitely have been missing that because of quarantine. I know that it is for the
safety of me and others, but after quarantine, everyone will be getting a hug.”
“[I look forward to] being with friends, they keep me uplifted and happy and remind
me to have fun in times of stress or worry.”

“I wish we had access to...a free online space to talk about how we’re doing during
these times.”

What are the main ways youth are
staying connected with each other?
88%

Social Media

81%

Texting

78%

Phone calls, facetime

Instagram

32%
23%

Snapchat

18%

TikTok

Zoom or other virtual
meeting apps

Email

Which social media platform
do you use most these days?

50%

16%

Facebook
19%

I don't use
social media

7%

Theme 6:
Young people face uncertainty about the future and
disappointment about missing key milestones, but understand and
value health and safety.
“I was planning to get driving lessons over the summer, but that’ll have to be postponed.”
“[I look forward to] finishing my last [GED] test and getting another job so I can move out.”
“I no longer know where I want to end up after high school and college. I no longer think
that my goals are valid if I can’t be sure that they could even happen.”

“…I am scared that if campus opens up I will have to go back to continue my education, but
I don’t want to risk me or my family’s health.”

1. COVID is affecting the lives of young people in many different ways,
with the most negative impacts around employment, education,
relationships and mental health.

Themes

2. Youth and families are experiencing acute financial hardship and
many struggle to meet basic needs.
3. Strong, supportive and sustained relationships between staff and
students are key to learning – especially remote learning.
4. Our schools and communities lack integrated mental health supports,
an essential component of learning, especially now.
5. This is a time of deep social disconnection for young people, though
they are creative about finding ways to engage.
6. Young people face uncertainty about the future and disappointment
about missing key milestones, but understand and value health and
safety.

Solutions

1. Remember that communities of color are disproportionately
impacted by two pandemics, COVID-19 and systemic racism, and that
racial trauma and anti-Blackness are real.
2. Prioritize financial security and basic needs so that youth and
families can navigate the economic impacts of the pandemic.
3. Prioritize public health and safety to slow the spread of the virus
and ensure that learning environments protect youth and staff
health and safety.
4. Create opportunities for young people to contribute their expertise
and skills and be actively involved in pandemic response, at the
program, school, college, district and community levels.
5. Connect youth and their families to accessible mental health
resources, supports and services.

Solutions

6. Make virtual spaces and tools available and accessible for youth to
connect with one another about their experiences, ideas, stories, coping
strategies and more.
7. Use social media to engage with young people, disseminate health and
mental health information, and provide relevant resources & support.
8. Prioritize building connections and deepening trust among staff and youth,
because relationships and social-emotional wellbeing are vital
prerequisites to learning.
9. Learn from experimentation with remote schooling to build increased
flexibility and individualized support into the education system during and
beyond this public health crisis.

10.Find ways to acknowledge important developmental milestones while
prioritizing health and safety. Validate new learning and skill development
happening during this time in areas like resilience, creativity, reflection,
organization and technology.

For more information:
Maria Guizar: Maria.Guizar@kingcounty.gov
Nicole Yohalem: nyohalem@ccedresults.org

Question & Answer
(please pose questions for speakers in Zoom chat box)

Breakout Prompts

• Do DOH data and youth survey findings resonate

with what you are hearing from other youth or other
providers working with youth?

• What stood out about the youth survey findings?
• How can the youth-driven solutions proposed be
incorporated into existing school-based health
programs or new efforts?

