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Coping in Hard Times:  Fact Sheet for Parents
What happens when you or your spouse or partner are laid off, are out of work for months, and the unemployment insurance 
ends? What happens when—every place you look for work—they’re not hiring or they have stacks of applications?

What happens? You worry about what will happen to you and those you care for. About having money for groceries and trans-
portation. About paying for medication or medical appointments. About the next emergency that you can’t foresee. And, if 
you have children, it is likely that they will worry too. During hard times, worries like these can cause frustration, stress, and 
anger for everyone in the family.

This fact sheet will help you understand how economic difficulties may affect you and your family and help you find ways to 
cope—and help your family members cope—during these uncertain times.

Understanding Economic Downturns

When people face financial difficulties, it affects these qualities:

Sense of safety

Ability to be calm

Self-efficacy and community-efficacy

Connectedness

Hope

Let’s see how financial hard times affect these areas and what you can do to cope or help family members cope.

Sense of Safety

What is “sense of safety”?

A belief that your needs—and the needs of those you care about—will be met now and in the future

A belief that you are protected from harm and that those around you will stay safe

How can economic downturns affect a person’s sense of safety?
The world feels less safe when you don’t know when businesses will rehire or you can’t find work; have less money for food, 
rent, and transportation; have to take extra jobs to make ends meet; and face foreclosure or have to move. 

You may feel worried, sad, or angry. You may want to give up. You may avoid friends and family, be irritable, argue more with 
others, or take more risks. You may have trouble sleeping, focusing, or being patient with others (who may be facing similar 
hardships and stress themselves). And you may find parenting much more difficult.

When you don’t feel safe, everyday problems seem much worse. It’s harder to face and to deal with life’s challenges, and the 
stress can be overwhelming.

This project was funded by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). 
The views, policies, and opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of SAMHSA or HHS.
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What can you do to promote a sense of safety for you and your family?

Talk about your concerns with your partner, trusted friend, family member, col-
league, counselor, or religious professional. Choose someone who will support 
you, rather than judge you or make you feel worse.

Talk to your children about what is happening. Be honest, but avoid alarming 
them unnecessarily. Let them know that, while things are hard, you have con-
fidence that no matter what it takes, you can handle it together as a family. 
Use language that they can understand. For younger children, you may have to 
repeat the conversation several times.

Encourage your children to talk about their concerns with you or another trust-
ed adult.

If you or your older children are feeling scared about life, make a list of options,
resources, and personal strengths. Include ways you or family members got 
through earlier hard times. Use this list to make empowering “self statements” 
that give you the energy to complete needed tasks.

Keep searching. Problem-solve to stay up-to-date on possible job opportunities 
and available resources (i.e., financial, employment, or job counseling).

Try to be creative in planning family time. Look for free or inexpensive activities: 
have a board or card game night, play sports or video games, go on a hike.
Encourage your children to remain connected with their friends (virtually if being 
together isn’t safe) as well. Lack of money doesn’t have to mean lack of fun.

Be patient with younger children who may cling to you more.

Let older children know that, while they may worry about their problems, they also can figure out ways to feel better, 
such as working hard on a school project or helping others with a community activity.

Avoid watching too much TV or Internet news about the current crisis and the economy, especially in front of younger 
children. Such news programs may upset them and make you worry more about the future, which could be more stress-
ful for your children.

Keep to a regular family routine as much as possible. Make sure that you and your children get enough sleep, eat 
regularly, drink plenty of water, and get frequent exercise.

Help older children and young adults—struggling to find a job or having to postpone college plans—to consider alter-
natives or to readjust their expectations.

What Beth did:
Both Beth and her husband had been laid off. Their daughter Rachel worried that soon her family wouldn’t 
be able to afford the house payment. Rachel thought about this constantly, had trouble sleeping, and often 
experienced headaches. She couldn’t focus on her schoolwork and argued more with her brother.

Beth noticed the change in her daughter’s behavior and asked what was bothering her. Finally, Rachel 
admitted that she was worried the family would end up homeless. Beth reassured Rachel that she and 
her father were continuing to search for work and weighing different options. Although Beth admitted she 
didn’t have all the answers right then, she suggested that they talk regularly. Rachel remains concerned 
about her family’s situation, but she feels better knowing she can talk to her mom about the situation, and 
that her parents are doing everything they can to keep the family safe.

“I knew something was bothering my daughter, but I had to ask her what was wrong several times
before she told me that she was scared about what would happen if we ran out of money.”
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Ability to Calm

What is “calm”?

The skill of self-soothing; the ability to become peaceful in mind and body

Being able to relax and stay composed or grounded, rather than become numb, shut down, agitated or overly excited

Being able to relax your body and mind enough to focus and concentrate

How can economic downturns keep people from feeling calm? 
When finances are uncertain, you feel frustrated, afraid, angry, over-
whelmed, or hopeless. You might have trouble concentrating, sleeping, 
eating, controlling your temper, or being with others. You may even feel 
physically ill or have muscle tension, headaches, or stomachaches. In 
searching for ways to reduce distress, you might be tempted to use drugs 
or alcohol to try to feel better.

In stressful times, if you feel more emotional, it can disrupt your daily rou-
tine, interfere with your ability to parent effectively, and delay your goals.

How can you stay calm and help your family feel calm?

Reassure family members with the simple and effective message: 
“You are going through a tough time and reacting in an understand-
able way to a very difficult situation.” It’s easier to stay calm once 
you understand that most people think and react to stress similarly.

Think about ways you already know to calm yourself (listening to favorite music, taking a short walk) and do these more 
frequently. Notice when you feel better after particular activities, and increase those actions.

Learn new ways to calm yourself (see examples below). Put them into action and, as you become more confident, share 
them with your family. Not only are you practicing great self-care, but also teaching calming skills to your children. When 
you can regulate your own emotions, you set a tone that positively affects the entire family.

You can practice, model, and teach family members a slow breathing technique: inhale slowly through your nose and 
then exhale very slowly through your mouth. Slow breathing helps activate the parasympathetic nervous system and 
calm one’s mind and body. With young children this can be done with blowing bubbles.

You and your children or other family members can engage in slow gentle stretching, yoga, mindfulness, or Tai Chi—all 
proven to calm the body and mind. You can often find free or low-cost classes in the community and instructional 
videos are available online and in stores.

Encourage daily exercise or increased physical activity (push ups, jump rope). Exercise helps boost your immune sys-
tem and keeps you healthy, strong, and focused.

Model, teach, and review effective problem-solving. When weighed down by a problem and the accompanying over-
whelming feelings, thinking things through, brainstorming possible options, and taking action will increase your sense 
of control and calm.

Have the entire family engage in enjoyable activities, such as playing games, cards, or sports or watching funny movies 
or television programs. Studies show that positive emotions (joy, humor, interest, contentment, love) can broaden 
our thinking and creativity, improve your immune system, and ultimately lead to more effective coping.

Have family members share music or shows that inspire them, help them cope, or make them laugh.
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Keep a journal or use art to express feelings and thoughts. Writing and art can have a positive impact on health, espe-
cially when one expresses the facts and feelings associated with the stressful event.

Make sure the family gets breaks from upsetting news about the economy and current crises (on TV, radio, the Inter-
net). However, don’t “protect” the family from information just to keep them calm, as you may lose their trust if you 
withhold such information.

Remind family members to pay attention to their thoughts. When they notice thoughts that make them worry or angry, 
they can stop or change those thoughts, or they can distract themselves by changing activities. Give them an example 
of a thought you had that made you feel worse, and how you interrupted it—by helping someone or doing a different 
task.

What Jake did:
Jake worked in a factory that made airplane parts for 20 years, always liked his job, and received several 
promotions. Recently, the factory shut down certain operations. Jake’s hours were cut and he is afraid he 
will be laid off. Jake was nervous and worried.

Jake’s son Marcus was in junior high and a good student and baseball player. Lately, Marcus has been 
caught not completing his assignments for school and is close to failing a class. He is talking about not 
playing baseball next year because, as he said, “What’s the point?”

Jake wondered whether his own worries had something to do with his son’s behaviors. After finishing his 
homework, Jake asked his son to go outside and play catch. After throwing the ball around for a while,
Jake and Marcus started talking about the problems at the factory, about Marcus’s worries of not having
money to go to college, and about other things going on in their lives. Soon they felt a little better. They
decided to make playing catch—even for 15 minutes—a daily event. It gave them a chance to talk to
each other about their concerns.

“I was so focused on my own worries, that I almost didn’t notice how upset my son was.
But once I did, finding activities to help calm him ended up calming me as well.”

Self-Efficacy and Community-Efficacy

What is “self-efficacy” and “community-efficacy”?

Self-efficacy is the belief that you can do what you need to do, deal with challenges, and handle tough times

Community-efficacy is the belief that the community you belong to—neighborhood, school, city—can do what it needs 
to do to thrive and take care of its members

How can economic downturns affect self-efficacy or community-efficacy?
When jobs are scarce, you may think you are not “good enough” to get a good job, a successful career, or the money to sup-
port yourself or help your family. You may get down on yourself or feel despair. 

With economic hardship or during crises, communities may cut back needed services, resulting in the laying off of teachers, 
police officers, firefighters, librarians, or other public workers. Communities may shut down some services altogether. You 
may see signs of disrepair: vacant homes and buildings, more vandalism, and more trash.



Coping in Hard Times: Fact Sheet for Parents     The National Child Traumatic Stress Network     www.NCTSN.org

How can you help yourself and your family build self-efficacy and improve community-efficacy?

Find ways for your family to get involved. Volunteer together with a non-profit, private, or community organization.

Be proactive. When you see a problem at home or in your neighborhood, do something about it. For example, have 
family members work together to serve meals at a food bank, participate in a fundraising event, care for animals at a 
shelter or foster an animal, get groceries for neighbors who can’t leave their home.

Connect with other people in your community who are in your field—
both to make professional connections and to hear about potential 
volunteer or paying jobs.

Seek out training or education to improve your prospects for work 
or your career.

Think about it: The fact that jobs are hard to find has nothing to do 
with you, your skills, or your worth. It is hard for everyone to get and 
a keep job.

Don’t stop! Keep pounding the pavement, sending out more re-
sumes, or putting in more applications. Check back frequently, so a 
company will have you in mind when they get an opening. Keep the 
attitude that “Someone, somewhere is hiring.”

Make a list of your strengths and talents. Put the list where you 
will see it often. Brainstorm new ways to use those strengths and 
talents to accomplish your goals.

Don’t be afraid to adjust your expectations or change your tactics; if you thought it would take you three months to get 
a job, plan on six to eight months. Diversify your search by joining a professional network group, monitor different job 
search engines, or consider an internship.

What Aisha did:
Aisha and her husband had lived in the same neighborhood since they got married. They had always
thought the neighborhood was a great place to live. However, recently several stores nearby had closed,
and Aisha had heard about the vandalism of a couple of houses a few blocks over. Then one day Aisha’s
daughter said she didn’t want to go play at the neighborhood park because she was worried about older
kids who had been hanging around there.

When a city council member announced a meeting to talk about community problems, Aisha decided
to participate. While attending, she met people also concerned about the park and, the following Saturday, 
Aisha and her daughter joined a group picking up litter and pulling up weeds. The group has plans to return 
each week to do more cleaning up, hoping that improving the park will encourage more families to return. 
Aisha and her daughter felt great about working to improve the community instead of giving up on it.

“There are lots of ways to help. You just need to start looking and asking for opportunities
to make the community better, and you’ll find them.”
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Connectedness

What is “connectedness”?

Having people (individuals or groups) in your life who understand and support you

How can economic downturns affect connectedness?
You may feel worthless or ashamed when you lose a job. Without money, 
you may shut off from friends and family. The more you avoid others, the 
more you may think you don’t belong or fit in. In isolating however, you 
miss opportunities to share troubles, receive understanding and compas-
sion, gain well-being from helping others, distract yourself from worries, 
and engage in problem-solving and networking.

What can you do to promote connectedness for you and your family?

Talk to your children about what is happening, reassure them, and 
suggest things they can do to help the family.

Schedule weekly time together as a family. Even though you may be 
busy looking for a job, working part-time jobs, handling household 
duties, or taking classes to make you more marketable, don’t let 
this keep you from your family. Have at least one or two meals as a 
family each week, have a regular “goodnight” visit with each child, 
and plan low-cost activities the family can do together, such as go-
ing to a park, having a picnic, visiting the local library, watching a 
favorite TV show or movie, or hanging out playing games.

Don’t isolate yourself. Reconnect with your friends and family. Even if you don’t think you’ll have a good time, do it 
anyway. It could be easier and more fun than you thought.

The more you reach out, the more likely—and the sooner—you will find resources and options.

What Arturo’s mom did:
Arturo completed two years of college, but dropped out when the fees increased 25 percent in one year.
Rather than stressing out, Arturo decided to work night and day so he could go back to school in a year. He
started driving for a delivery service and dove into job hunting, researching Internet jobsites, and sending 
out resumes daily. He turned down his family and friends’ offers to hang out. But, as weeks and then 
months passed without any luck, Arturo avoided family meals, stayed up later each night playing video 
games, and slept in until his mother left for work.

Arturo’s mom, Alma, felt helpless and distracted on her job, thinking about her hard-working son so
distressed. She confided in her co-worker who suggested contacting their Employee Assistance Plan
(EAP), which offers free counseling. The provider was very resourceful, suggesting ways to help Arturo
connect more at home (reestablishing meals together, engaging his help in a couple of physically hard
tasks, inviting cousins to have game night through Zoom and offering a couple of counseling sessions to
explore civil service jobs. After all, the provider said, with two years of college, Arturo would easily pass
the required examination. Alma’s efforts at helping Arturo reconnect to her and his cousins seemed to help
right away. The EAP sessions improved his mood, and he regained energy for his job search and for hanging
out with his friends. Alma also felt better knowing that the EAP was there for her and her son.

“When my son pulls away from family or friends, I know he’s upset. He always feels better
when his cousins or friends are around or when he’s helping others.”
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Hope

What is “hope”?

The expectation that things will work out; trusting that everything is going to be alright

How can economic downturns make people lose hope?
In hard times, you feel discouraged, hopeless, and no longer in charge of your own life. If you—or someone you care about—
can’t find work, you may blame the economy, the business community, or the government. As you feel more helpless to find 
work, you may blame yourself, lose hope, and decide that things will never be the same again.

How can you foster hope in yourself and your family?

Try to regain your belief that things will work out. Let your family members know that you believe that 
things will get better.

If you have had faith in a Higher Power, try to retain trust in those beliefs.

Join with others in your larger community who can provide emotional support and encouragement.

Ask a good friend or a family member how they have maintained hope in troubled times or how you can 
look at things from a different perspective.

Make a list of your strengths and talents, and then list your options and resources. Help family members 
do the same.

Learn the true facts about the crisis or economic situation, so you don’t just act on people’s opinions.

If watching news reports makes you and family members feel hopeless, don’t watch them. Change to an 
activity that will distract you and give you all some relief.

If you see your children feeling hopeless, talk with them and get them counseling if they need it.

If you are feeling suicidal, get help. Reach out to your family or call SAMHSA’s National Suicide Preven-
tion Lifeline at 1-800-273-TALK (8255).

“I feel hope when I can take some concrete steps. If I don’t know what step to take,
I ask my best friend to help me decide something. Once I have a plan, I feel so much better.”

What Rose did:
Rose was the single parent of four children in high school. When she suffered a brain injury, she 
had to stop working. Rose then lost her housing and was forced to move with her children into her 
mother’s home in a different city. Shorty after that, Rose’s mother was placed in a nursing home and 
Rose again lost her residence. She was homeless and living in her van in a campground with her kids. 
Rose knew this was not the safest place for them to be, especially with the approach of winter. Things 
were bleak, but Rose never gave up the belief that her family would be OK. She never let go of her 
goal: to keep her children in school so that they would graduate and have a chance at a better life. 

Rose talked with the social worker at her teens’ school, who told her about a YWCA program that 
would give her and her children a hotel room for a short time. Eventually, she was accepted into tem-
porary homeless family housing. While there, Rose used every benefit that the program offered to 
better her children’s lives and to keep up their hopes. 

After almost a year of living in homeless-family housing, and with help from the local housing au-
thority, Rose moved into an apartment near her children’s school. She is receiving the medical help 
necessary for long-term recovery and is looking for a job. She and her children are safer and their 
family life is stabilizing. She continues to use opportunities that comes her way, as do her children. 
They all are optimistic about their future.

“There are moments when I start to feel it won’t get any better, but then I just remember
all the challenges that I have faced and overcome. That gives me hope.”
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In Brief:

During economic downturns, you are competing with everyone else for a dwindling job pool. When turned down for—or laid 
off of—a job, you may feel something is wrong with you, less safe, or less able to be calm. And when you worry about jobs, 
money, and housing, your children are likely to worry too. You may think that you can protect your children from knowing what 
is going on (and from the stress), but you really can’t. If you are stressed, they probably are stressed too.

Each of the suggestions on this fact sheet has helped someone feel better. You may use them to help your children, other 
family members, or yourself. Talking to someone you trust, taking care of yourself physically, finding free and fun things to do 
with friends or family, brainstorming new ways to use your strengths, and getting involved helping others are just a few ways 
to move in a positive direction. Often taking a step in the right direction is all we need to start feeling better.


