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From toddlers to teens: How to talk about the coronavirus

From toddlers to teens: How to talk about the
coronavirus
Regardless of how old your children are, there’s a helpful way to have the ‘COVID-19 conversation’.
Here’s what you need to know.

Sharing age-appropriate information with your kids about serious situations is important, and if you’re
wondering how to do that in the coronavirus climate, you’re not alone.

One thing’s for sure: it’s likely they know a little – or a lot – about it already, even if they’re small.

“Young children won’t have much concept of ‘coronavirus’ speci�cally, but they’ll know something’s happening
simply because so many routines are changing,” says child and adolescent psychiatrist and former director
of Beyond Blue, Professor Brett McDermott.

And while what you choose to say to your kids about coronavirus will depend on their age, McDermott
says the process of talking to them is the same.

He suggests these four steps:

Start the conversation. “Kids have an underlying feeling that their parents will protect them, so if you
wait for them to raise it, some children may think, ‘If my parents won’t talk about this, it must be really
bad’.”

•

Pick your moment. “Children get anxious when they’re taken aside for a chat, so don’t turn this into a
dedicated event. Instead, choose a time when you’re together anyway, for example around the dinner
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Now that you’re across how to talk to your children, here are a few tips about what to say, depending on
their age.

Young children
Professor McDermott says a little information goes a long way. “And they don’t need technical words like
‘coronavirus’ or even ‘virus’,” he says. “Normalise it by using an example they already understand,
something like, ‘You know how in winter, people get coughs, colds and a runny nose more often? Well,
this is a bit like that. And while that’s all it is for most people, it might be a little bit more serious for older
people, so we need to help protect them by using the new Australian superpower – washing our hands!’”

Tweens
Call it what it is – a virus that causes �u-like symptoms. “Then, be clear that while it’s like the �u, the
di�erence is we don’t have a vaccine or a �u shot yet. And explain that’s why keeping our distance from
others and washing our hands is important because that’s how we stop the virus spreading. It’s also
important to reassure kids of this age that while this is the situation now, we know it’ll get better because
very smart people all over the world, including right here in Australia, are working 24 hours on a vaccine.
And once that’s made, it will protect us.”

Teenagers
They’ve probably been exposed to what’s happening in places like Italy and Spain through news and
social media, but might not have the ability to process that information. “So as parents, you need to be
savvy. Acknowledge that this situation is complex but stress that every country is di�erent and that we
have some real advantages here in Australia, including that we’ve been able to learn from what’s
happening in other countries and we have one of the best healthcare systems in the world.”

Stick with that same message every time you talk to your teenagers rather than feeling you need to
update them every time there’s a new development. “Being repetitive and consistent in how you talk to
teenagers about this can help to protect them from feeling stressed or uncertain, particularly if the
situation keeps evolving.”

table, where conversation tends to be free �owing.” You could start by asking what they already know
about what’s currently happening. “Just take care to pick a moment when you’re not feeling anxious
about this yourself, because anxiety is contagious.”

Strike the right tone. “The way you deliver your message is just as important as what you say. Be
warm, thoughtful and acknowledge that it’s an emotional time, but, without being too brief, deliver
what you want to say in a matter-of-fact way.”

•

Encourage questions. Once you’ve said what you want to, ask if there’s anything else they’d like to
know. “When kids ask questions, it demonstrates their understanding of the messages you’ve been
trying to get across, and is also an opportunity to address any speci�c worries they have.” Plus, as well
as monitoring children’s exposure to media reports about coronavirus, try to be with them when they
do watch, read or listen to age-appropriate coverage. “That way, they can ask questions about what
they hear and you can make sure they understand the content.”

•
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