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The Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) 
has mounted a historic effort to assist 26 
borrowing member countries in mitigating the 
economic and social impacts of COVID-19 and 
lay the groundwork for recovery and sustainable 
growth. In response to unprecedented closures 
of early childhood and preschool centers across 
Latin America and the Caribbean, the IDB joined 
forces with the Innovation for Poverty Action 
(IPA) to rapidly generate evidence on how to 
keep young children learning through remote 
education at home and how to prepare them 
for the return to school. Another key partner is 
the Department of Developmental Studies at 
North Texas University, which explores current 
issues in child development psychology.



Introduction
Learning to cope with disappointments and overcoming 

obstacles is part of growing up. By conquering some 

challenges, children develop resilience. Such normal 

stressors may include initiating a new activity or 

separation from parents during preschool hours. 

However, when the challenges in early childhood are 

intensified by important stressors happening outside 

their own lives, they may start to worry about the 

safety of themselves and their families. This may cause 

chronic stress, which interferes with their emotional, 

cognitive, and social development.

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought such chronic 

stress to the lives of young children on a scale not seen 

in modern times. Throughout the world, the lives of 

young children have been disrupted by being taken 

out of early childhood care and education, heightened 

anxieties of parents, increased domestic violence 

and substance abuse, families’ loss of income, losses 

of loved ones, and fears of a virus that children pick 

up from television or talk around them. Mental health 

experts warn that the chronic stress of young children 

has substantially increased by the COVID-19 pandemic 

and is reported to worsen over time (Gassman-Pines 

et al. 2020) as stressors stemming from this crisis have 

caused sudden and ongoing disruptions in multiple 

domains of daily life. 

Policies put in place to help mitigate the spread 

of COVID-19 include remote schooling and work, 

isolation, limited resources, and disruptions to routine 

– extensions of the crisis further exacerbating stressors 

to mental health as the restrictive nature of these 

policies may hinder the development of socialization, 

cognition, and socio-emotional processes (Golberstein 

et al., 2020). Yet, young children have often not been 

prioritized in policy responses as they are not perceived 

as victims of the pandemic due to low severe illness 

and mortality rates. As development during childhood 

is fundamentally contributive to further growth into 

adolescence and adulthood, it is imperative that 

the stressors stemming from this crisis, along with 

the effects of related restrictions, are identified and 

effectively addressed. 

In developing country contexts, it is especially hard 

to capture promptly the effects of stressors related 

to the COVID-19 pandemic on children’s cognitive 

and socioemotional development. In this note, we 

draw on the literature of the effect of stress on brain 

development and examine data from a recent survey 

of households with young children1  carried out in 

four Latin American countries to offer suggestions 

for policy responses. The Latin America data appears 

consistent with international research, on the effect on 

children of adverse events, as caregivers report that 

their children’s psychological wellbeing decreased 

during the pandemic. We suggest that early childhood 

and education systems play a decisive role in assessing 

and addressing children’s mental health needs. In the 

absence of forceful policy responses on multiple fronts, 

the mental health outcomes may become lasting. 
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1. Caregivers of children aged 1 - 7 years in Colombia, Costa Rica, El Salvador, and Peru were surveyed through a self-administered online 
instrument between July and September 2020 about their exper ences with the emergency distance-early childhood education programs 
made available by nat onal educat on systems. The surveys are part of a reg onal study ent tled Distance Learning, Parental Involvement, and 
Mental Health during the COVID-19 Pandemic, wh ch explores the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on early childhood development (ECD) and 
preschool-age children. The sample of 62,837 households covered included 19.1 percent of caregivers of all preschoolers nationwide in Costa 
Rica and 17.8 percent of all children enrolled in ECD serv ces in the department of Valle del Cauca, Colombia; to 3.5 percent and 9.1 percent in 
Peru and El Salvador (Näslund-Hadley et al., 2020)
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Emotional and Regulatory 
Development
Emotional development is built into the brains’ architecture but 

is a process that needs to be initiated from external sources 

before becoming internalized (Thompson & Calkins, 1996). 

Parents and caregivers are the primary influences of emotional 

regulation and development (Thompson, 1991), modeling 

regulatory behaviors. The regulatory development process is 

a dynamic of much developmental significance, which starts 

when parents comfort, feed, and care for the newborn child. 

During the preschool years, this regulatory development 

process continues as children develop the cognitive tools they 

need to understand their feelings and read and adequately 

respond to the feelings of others. When children’s emotions are 

met with responsivity accommodating the need for comfort 

and healthy navigation of distressful situations, children may 

be more equipped to internalize the cognitive tools received 

from those interactions for future coping practices. Conversely, 

when children grow up without their emotional needs being 

met, and without anyone to model emotions and regulatory 

behaviors – e.g., due to domestic violence or mental health 

challenges of a caregiver – emotional regulation may result in 

dysfunction (Thompson & Calkins, 1996). 

Parental mechanisms for coping are powerful for the 

development of children’s emotional regulatory capabilities 

(Thompson, 1991; Thompson & Calkins, 1996). In focusing 

attention on children’s psychological and emotional outcomes 

during this time, it is critical to not isolate these statuses from 

the home environment, specifically regarding the parent-child 

dyad. In the current in the current COVID-19 crisis, this process 

and developmental dynamic present between children and 

parents hold much significance for young children’s coping 

strategies and corresponding mental health. 
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Other regions having a role in emotion processing and regulation include the amygdala and the medial 

prefrontal cortex (Figure 1 & 2). Abnormalities with the connectivity between the two may present 

disorders including those related to mental health, such as anxiety and depression. Research suggests that 

early childhood exposure to heightened stressors or life events is related to a decrease in the connection 

between the amygdala and medial prefrontal cortex (Park et al., 2018), highlighting the significance of 

stress and its impact on the brain. 

These findings suggest that prolonged periods of stress have a physiological impact influencing the 

development of various metabolic functions, emotional regulation, as well as cognition. Brain development 

during early childhood has sensitive periods where certain regions are more responsive to stimulus and 

experience (Twardosz, 2012). Consequently, the experience of heightened stressors, particularly early 

in life, have the potential to disrupt typical developmental trajectories, resulting in outcomes extending 

beyond childhood.

Figure 2. Interactions between Early Life Stress and Brain Development

Source: Developed by authors.
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In response to the present challenges of the time, it is significant to note that parental flexibility has been 

linked with greater cohesiveness within the family, as well as increased implementation of parenting practices 

more supportive and responsive in nature (Daks et al., 2020). Relatedly, research on parenting practices in the 

context of heightened parental stress indicate that mindfulness, a practice emphasizing the non-judgmental 

assessment of personal experience (Brown et al., 2007), is associated with stress reduction and promotion 

of more positive parent-child interactions (Campbell et al., 2017), including greater emotional regulation 

capacities, as well as increased psychological flexibility and well-being (Brown et al., 2007; Fledderus et al., 

2010; Pepping et al., 2013). Emotional awareness was also reported to be supported with mindful parenting 

practices (Chaplin et al., 2018), which is a factor significant to healthy emotional regulatory modeling for 

children (Thompson & Calkins, 1996) (See Figure 3. below).

Figure 3. Interactions between Mindfulness Interventions and Early Childhood Development

Source: Developed by authors.
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