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Abstract
This study investigated the effects of COVID-19-related social distancing practices on
parents and children’s mental health and explored joint parent-child activities and coping
strategies among Arab families in Qatar. The sample of 308 parents answered self-
reported questionnaires regarding their mental health, coping strategies, activities with
their children, social distancing practices, and their children’s mental health. Pearson’s
correlation coefficient and structural equation modeling were carried out. The results
showed a significant positive correlation between social distancing and parents’ activities
with their children and their coping strategies, as well as between parents’ mental health,
activities with their children, children’s mental health, and parents’ coping strategies. Path
analysis showed that social distancing practices influence both parents’ and children’s
mental health through parents’ activities with children and their coping strategies. Our
findings revealed how living under stressful conditions, such as COVID-19, could
enhance the mental health of family members.

Keywords Social distancing . COVID-19 . Coping strategies . Parent mental health . Children’s
mental health . Familymental health

Since December 2019, the world has been experiencing a global health crisis due to the novel
coronavirus disease (COVID-19). According to the World Health Organization (WHO), the
novel virus (named SARS-CoV-2) seems closely related to the known coronaviruses. Its
outbreak has been reported to possibly be related to the sale of meat derived from wild or
captive sources in a seafood market in Wuhan, Hubei province, China (Cui et al., 2019).

During the past few months, there was a significant increase in mortality and morbidity due
to COVID-19. To date (October 15, 2020), more than 38 million cases and 1 million deaths
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have been reported in 235 countries (World Health Organization, 2020). The COVID-19
pandemic has caused many economic losses, reduced physical interaction, and significant
psychological distress (Remuzzi & Remuzzi, 2020).

Torales et al. (2020) discussed the impact of the pandemic on mental health and reviewed
previous experiences of epidemics and social isolation. According to the WHO, social
distancing is an important strategy to combat the spread of the virus and to avoid
overburdening healthcare systems. Since the start of the pandemic, strict lockdown and
imposed social distancing measures—keeping a physical distance of no less than one and a
half meter between people to prevent infection (Nanshan et al., 2020)—have been enacted to
control the spread of COVID-19 (Wilder & Freedman, 2019). These measures are implement-
ed to avoid or reduce contact between individuals possibly infected with the pathogen, in order
to slow down the rate of transmission. This strategy can lead to a decrease in prevalence,
morbidity, and mortality due to the disease (Lau et al., 2020).

The impact of social distancing on the lives of individuals can range from fear and anxiety
to the development of obsessive-compulsive disorders due to fear of infection (Prestia et al.,
2020). Moreover, children are also affected by social distancing, as they encounter news about
the pandemic on television and social media, while they are also capable of listening in on
parents’ conversations.

Recent studies have investigated the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the daily lives
of individuals (e.g., Marroquin et al., 2020; Galea et al., 2020). A study conducted by Jacobson
et al. (2020) in the USA analyzed more than 10 million Google searches to assess changes in
mental health search queries during the stay-at-home period of the pandemic. Jacobson et al.
found that most queries were focused on strategies to deal with anxiety, insomnia, loss of
appetite, or thoughts about death and suicide. The effects of social distancing on mental health
range from increased attention to injury and the virus’ death toll to poor understanding and
decreased decision-making abilities, which may hinder control of the epidemic. Moreover,
social distancing can have a lasting impact on individuals’ overall well-being (Kang et al.,
2020). During the past six months of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been a surge in
mental health problems among the general population, including the elderly, children, workers
in various sectors, and healthcare professionals (Duan & Zhu, 2020; Chen et al., 2020a, b;
Liem et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2020).

Additionally, since the start of online learning due to the closing of schools, children have
become physically less active, spending long periods using electronic devices, and their sleep
patterns and eating habits have become disrupted, resulting in weight gain and loss of
cardiovascular fitness (Wang et al., 2020a, b). Similar circumstances apply not only to families
with children but also to adults and older adults globally (Heckman et al., 2020). Moreover,
other direct and indirect effects have been observed, such as the overburdening of parents, with
increased obligation to care for and educate their children (Bayham & Fenichel 2020). After
the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in Wuhan, more than 220 million children and adolescent
in China were confined to their homes with their parents (Wang et al., 2020a, b). Thus, the
authorities have requested that more attention be paid to the mental health of children who are
isolated at home (Liu et al., 2020), as they may suffer from fear of infection and feelings of
frustration and boredom, as well as lack of accurate and correct information; lack of personal
contact with classmates, friends, and teachers; and limited personal space in their home to play
outdoor games and activities (Wang et al., 2020a, b). These feelings are in addition to parents’
concerns about unemployment and the family’s financial losses associated with the spread of
COVID-19 (Clemens et al., 2020).
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In Qatar, the government has given much attention to the mental health of children and
young people. Government services have been launched to promote the mental health of
parents and children. For example, the Hamad Medical Corporation (HMC) and Sidra
Medicine have dedicated multi-disciplinary services providing psychological support for
parents and children, including adolescents. Considering the prevalence of mental health
disorders among children and adolescents (Al-Kaabi et al., 2017), there is a lack of data in
this regard.

Many parents experience problems while dealing with their children during the pandemic.
Both children and adults feel isolated, while children are not allowed to go play outside their
home or meet their peers for fear of infection (Wang et al., 2020a, b). Family members who
have lost loved ones due to the pandemic often experience intense feelings of anger and
resentment (Goyal et al., 2020) and may feel shame, guilt, or stigma related to family members
who are infected or in quarantine (Brooks et al., 2020). A study reported post-traumatic stress
disorder and depression among family members, as well as a breakdown in inter-family
communication (Christofferson et al., 2020). Another study showed that children who were
isolated or whose parents were isolated during the epidemic had a higher chance of developing
acute stress disorder, coping disorders, and grief (Shah et al., 2020).

Cui et al. (2020a, b) investigated the most common symptoms manifested by children
suffering from major mental health problems, which included the following: disruption of
sleeping patterns and eating habits, as well as an inability to communicate with their parents or
medical staff. Additionally, children experiencing mental health issues can have mood swings,
such as increased aggression, fear, depression, and anxiety (Chen et al., 2020a, b). Moreover,
abnormal and unacceptable behaviors, such as refusing treatment and harming medical staff or
themselves, have been observed (Chen et al., 2020a, b). Further, some psychotic symptoms
have also been reported, including the following: inability to recognize family or friends,
strange thoughts, inability to understand others, or visual or auditory hallucinations. Lastly,
physical symptoms have also been reported, including the following: feelings of physical
discomfort, headaches, or stomach pains without a clear reason (Cai et al., 2020).

During the current pandemic, families must share a limited space inside the house and use
any resources available to change their routine and deal with new challenges (Brooks et al.,
2020). During social isolation, children require doing things that bring them joy, which need to
be balanced with the burdens and concerns of parents (Matsubayashi et al., 2020). Parents’
concerns include fear of losing their job, economic burdens, loss of physical and social
interaction with extended family, and their responsibility toward their children in helping
them express their feelings, thoughts, and fears (Fegert & Kölch (2017). Under these circum-
stances, parents are responsible for carrying out activities that enhance and support their own
mental health and that of their children (Fegert et al., 2020).

Some studies conducted in China provide suggestions for caring for the mental health of
those affected by the pandemic, especially children (Zu et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020a, b). It
is important to provide psychological services to both parents and children in order to manage
children’s behavior, sleep patterns, dietary habits, exercise, and cooperation with parents
regarding academic responsibilities (Wilkinson et al., 2008). It is also important to address
parents’ emotional response to children’s anxiety by developing emotional expression and
family activities. One study suggests that parents ought to be trained to keep their feelings
“stable,” especially when managing their children’s behavior (Primack et al., 2012).

Since the beginning of the global health crisis caused by COVID-19, Qatar has worked to
contain the pandemic by closing schools and government institutions, activating learning and
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working from home, closing shops in markets and malls, and confining shopping to food
stores and pharmacies (Ministry of Public Health, 2020). In addition, an intensive awareness
campaign including advertisements, as well as social media and television programs, was
implemented to inform the citizenry about the disease and to inform them of the most
noteworthy developments in health studies and research (Omrani et al., 2020). Furthermore,
the government aimed to create awareness of the importance of social distancing practices and
the need for citizens to follow preventive health measures, such as wearing masks and gloves
and sterilizing surfaces and food (Jones, 2020).

In summary, prior studies have investigated the negative consequences of the COVID-19
pandemic on people’s mental health. However, to our knowledge, no studies have explored
how parents can employ their skills to maintain good mental health among all family members
by helping them develop adequate coping mechanisms and by engaging in family activities.

Study Hypotheses

COVID-19-related social distancing practices may have influenced parents to develop and
engage in activities with their children and to invest their coping skills to mitigate the boredom
they may encounter during the long stay-at-home period. This might have allowed families to
improve their mental health in isolation. Thus, we hypothesize the following:

1. There will be a significant positive correlation between social distancing practices and
parents’ activities with their children.

2. There will be a significant positive correlation between social distancing practices and
parents’ coping strategies.

3. Social distancing practices have a positive impact on the mental health of parents and
children through participation in family activities.

Methods

Participants

Data were collected via online questionnaires between June 11 and July 10, 2020, using a snowball
sampling method. Eligible participants were fromArab families who resided in Qatar. According to
Kline (1998), an adequate sample size should be ten times the amount of the items in the path
analysis; our proposedmodel includes 17 items. Therefore, the required sample sizewas aminimum
of 170 participants. A total of 325 participants were recruited using convenience sampling. After
recovery of all questionnaires, 17 responses were excluded, as they were incomplete. Thus, the final
sample included 308 participants, of which 66.7% were women. Respondents were parents aged
24–64 years (Mage= 40.90, SD=±10.07). Regarding their level of education, 95% of respondents
had a college degree or higher. Parents were asked to complete a self-reported questionnaire and a
parent-reported questionnaire regarding their children. To ensure consistency between parents’
responses to the parent-reported questionnaire, parental units were instructed to discuss each item
and to provide a single response.
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Participation was voluntary and respondents were asked to complete the online question-
naire sent to their mobile phones via social network. Approval for this study was obtained from
the appropriate institutional review board. Respondents were presented with a clear description
of the study, and they provided written informed consent prior to completing the survey.

Measures

Mental Health Continuum Scale This 14-item scale developed by Keyes (2005) was used
after being translated from English to Arabic by the author and back-translated by a profes-
sional translator to ensure accuracy and internal consistency. Participants were asked to
consider the past month and rate the question items on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (never)
to 5 (every day). The items measure emotional well-being (e.g., “How often did you feel
interested in life?”), psychological well-being (e.g., “How often did you like most parts of your
personality?”), and social well-being (e.g., “How often did you feel that our society is
becoming a better place for people?”). A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) showed the
suitability of the scale, where χ2/df = 2.19; RMSEA= .062; SRMR= .03; CFI = .95; NFI =
.94; GFI = 0.94; and TLI = .95.1 The scale was observed to have good reliability (Cronbach’s
α = 0.92 and the inter-item correlation mean = 0.47), while the composite reliability (CR) and
average variance extracted (AVE) were acceptable at 0.75 and 0.53, respectively.

Social Distancing Practices A five-item scale developed by Abdelrahman (2020) was used.
Items included questions such as “I do not go outside my home unless it is necessary” and “I
keep adequate distance when I communicate with others.” Each item was rated on a five-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). To check the model fit and the unidimen-
sional factor structure, a CFA was run and showed that χ2/df = 1.25; RMSEA = 0.03; SRMR=
0.02; CFI = 0.99; NFI = 0.99; GFI = 0.99; and TLI = .99. The internal consistency of the scale
was acceptable (Cronbach’s α = 0.75, inter-item correlations mean = 0.39) and the CR and
AVE were acceptable (0.74 and 0.49, respectively).

Coping Strategies of Parents We selected and adapted five items from the coping strategies
scale developed by Carver (1997), which, according to Garcia et al. (2018), is the best
validated measure and is widely used to assess coping strategies. The selection criteria for
the items were based on the pandemic context and adapted for Arab culture. Participants were
asked to report how they acted when encountering a problematic event. Items were rated on a
five-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The items included “I have been looking
to see something good in what is happening” and “I have been accepting the reality of the fact
that it has happened.” A confirmatory factor analysis revealed the suitability of the factor
structure (χ2 /df = 2.24, RMSEA= 0.06, SRMR= 0.03, CFI = 0.98, NFI = 0.97, GFI = 0.98,
and TLI = 0.97). The internal consistency of the scale was deemed to be good (Cronbach’s
α = 0.80 and the inter-item correlations mean = 0.44) and the CR and AVE were acceptable at
0.80 and 0.56, respectively.

Parental Activities with Their Children This scale assesses the level of parents’ engagement
in activities with their children. We developed four items to describe the actions taken by the

1 Root mean square residuals (RMSEA), standardized root mean square residuals (SRMR), comparative fit index
(CFI), normed fit index (NFI), goodness-of-fit index (GFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI)
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parents to ensure their children’s well-being during isolation. Parents were asked to discuss the
actions they took and activities they engaged in with their children. The items were rated on a
five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The items were, for instance,
“during our stay at home, we play with our children.” An exploratory factor analysis showed
that the items formulate one factor and the item loadings > 0.40, which explains 45% of the
variance. To confirm the scale’s validity, a CFA was performed, which showed an acceptable
model fit for the unidimensional factor structure (χ2/df = 0.876; RMSEA= 0.00; SRMR=
0.006; CFI = 0.99; NFI = 0.98; GFI = 0.99; TLI = 0.99). Internal consistency of the scale was
good (Cronbach’s α = 0.81; inter-item correlations mean = 0.52) and the CR and AVE were
acceptable (0.73 and 0.52, respectively).

Children’s Mental Health This tool assesses the levels of depression and anxiety in children.
We included eight items taken from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders,
four items for each factor. An exploratory factor analysis was performed and showed that the
two factors (depression and anxiety) explained 50% of the variance. A CFA showed that the
two-dimensional structure had a good fit (χ2/df = 1.94; RMSEA= 0.05; SRMR= 0.04; CFI =
0.98; NFI = 0.96; GFI = 0.97; TLI = 0.97). The internal consistency was deemed good and
Cronbach’s α, CR, and AVE values were acceptable (0.84, 0.74, and 0.52, respectively). This
scale was included in the parent-reported survey. Parents were asked to recall the past month
and rate the items on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (every day). Items regarding
depression items included “At least one of my children has become isolated in their room,”
while items covering anxiety included “At least one of my children worries that something
awful will happen to someone in the family.” All items were reverse-coded.

Statistical Analysis

To investigate the relationships among the model variables, SPSS V26 software was used, and
the path analysis model was evaluated using Amos 26 software with 5000 bootstrapped
samples and a 95% bias-corrected confidence interval. The method used in the path analysis
was a maximum likelihood estimation. The multivariate normality assumption was checked,
and normal distribution was accepted where skewness and kurtosis values were below two and
seven, respectively (Curran et al., 1996). We investigated the goodness of fit for the proposed
model based on the work of Hu and Bentler (1999), where the cutoff values for the goodness-
of-fit index (GFI), comparative fit index (CFI), normed fit index (NFI), and Tucker-Lewis
index (TLI) were > 0.95; RMSEA were < 0.06; SRMR were < 0.08.

Results

Table 1 shows the results of Pearson’s correlation coefficient, which indicate that there was a
significant positive correlation between social distancing and parents’ activities with their
children (r = 0.19; p = 0.02) as well as their coping strategies (r = 0.22; p < 0.001). Further,
parents’ mental health was significantly positively correlated with parents’ activities with their
children (r = 0.46; p < 0.001), children’s mental health (r = 0.50; p < 0.001), and parents’
coping strategies (r = 0.68; p < 0.001). Parents’ activities with their children were also signif-
icantly positively correlated with children’s mental health (r = 0.26; p < 0.001) and parents’
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coping strategies (r = 0.55; p < 0.001). Lastly, children’s mental health was significantly
positively correlated with parents’ coping strategies (r = 0.36; p < 0.001).

Figure 1 shows the results of path analysis, which indicate the significant direct and indirect
relationships among the variables used in the model. Social distancing practices (r = 0.08, p =
0.002; 95% CI [0.132, 041]) indirectly influenced children’s mental health (ChMH) through
parents’ activities with their children (PA), parents’ coping strategies (CSP), and parents’
mental health (MHP). Moreover, social distancing practices (r = 0.16, p = 0.002; 95% CI
[0.235, 0.073]) were indirectly related to MHP through PA and CSP.

PA (r = 0.25, p = 0.002; 95% CI [0.312, 0.184]) were indirectly related to ChMH through
MHP and CSP. Additionally, PA (r = 0.13, p = 0.024; 95% CI [0.229, 023]) had a direct effect
on MHP and indirect effect (r = 0.33, p = 0.002; 95% CI [0.403, 0.251]) through CSP.

CSP (r = 0.32, p = 0.002; 95% CI [0.369, 0.245)]) had an indirect impact on ChMH via
MHP. In addition, CSP had a direct impact (r = 0.60, p = 0.002; 95% CI [0.697, 0.499]) on
MHP. Standardized estimates of total, direct, and indirect effects on MHP and ChMH are
summarized in Table 2.

The model explains 29% of ChMH, 47% of MHP, 33% of CSP, and 4% of PA. Moreover,
the model’s goodness-of-fit indices were satisfactory (χ2/df = 0.48, RMSEA= 0.00, SRMR=
0.01, CFI = 0.99, NFI = 0.99, GFI =0 .99, TLI = 0.99).

Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the effects of social distancing practices on both parents’ and
children’s mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, it aimed to explore the
role of parent’s activities with their children as well as parents’ coping strategies.

According to the correlation coefficients and path analysis results, social distancing prac-
tices had a significant indirect effect on both parents’ and children’s mental health through
parents’ activities with their children and parents’ coping strategies. This implies that parents’
coping skills and engagement in activities with their children played a significant role in
promoting the mental health of both parents and children.

The results showed clearly that social distancing practices were significantly positively
correlated with both parents’ activities with their children and parents’ coping strategies. This
indicates that social distancing practices in Qatar motivated parents to develop activities for
their children, to engage with them in such activities, as well as to use their coping strategies.

Table 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations

1 2 3 4 5

1: SD
2: MHP 0.107
3: PA 0.190** 0.461**
4: ChMH 0.071 0.503** 0.262**
5: CSP 0.220** 0.676** 0.547** 0.361**
Mean 4.44 4.03 3.74 4.27 3.55
Standard deviation 0.49 0.84 0.71 0.63 0.92

SD = social distancing; MHP = mental health of parents; PA = parents’ activities with children;
ChMH= children’s mental health; CSP= coping strategies of parents

* p < 0.05; **p < 0.001

2900 International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction (2022) 20:2894–2905



These results are consistent with those of Brammer (1992), who reported that when individuals
encounter a sudden transition in their life, learned coping skills help them handle stressful
situations. Moreover, Fares et al. (2016) revealed that exposure to stressful conditions encour-
ages individuals to develop activities to help them cope with these conditions.

Our results also showed that parental activities with their children were significantly
positively correlated with parents’ coping strategies. This means that parents who develop
and engage in activities with their children are more likely to have coping skills that enable
them to handle stressful circumstances.

Additionally, our results showed that parental activities with their children were signifi-
cantly positively correlated with children’s mental health. This indicates that activities that
engage both parents and their children (e.g., playing with them at home) are more likely to
enhance children’s mental health. These results are consistent with those of Wang and Sheikh-
Khalil (2014), who reported that parents’ home-based involvement enhances children’s mental

Fig. 1 Results of path analysis with effects of social distancing practices on parents’ and children’s mental health

Table 2 Standard estimates of total, direct, and indirect effects on MHP and ChMH

Effect Sig Upper Lower

SD→ChMH (total effects) 0.085 0.002 0.132 0.041
SD→ChMH (indirect effects) 0.085 0.002 0.132 0.041
SD→MHP (total effects) 0.158 0.002 0.235 0.073
SD→MHP (indirect effects) 0.158 0.002 0.235 0.073
SD→PA (total effects) 0.194 0.003 0.305 0.073
SD→PA (direct effects) 0.194 0.003 0.305 0.073
SD→CSP (total effects) 0.220 0.002 0.328 0.102
SD→CSP (direct effects) 0.115 0.022 0.212 0.018
SD→CSP (indirect effects) 0.105 0.003 0.172 0.039
PA→MHP (total effects) 0.460 0.004 0.312 0.184
PA→MHP (direct effects) 0.133 0.024 0.229 0.023
PA→MHP (indirect effects) 0.326 0.002 0.403 0.251
PA→ChMH (total effects) 0.248 0.002 0.312 0.184
PA→ChMH (indirect effects) 0.248 0.002 0.312 0.184
CSP→MHP (total effect) 0.601 0.002 0.697 0.499
CSP→MHP (direct effect) 0.601 0.002 0.697 0.499
CSP→ChMH (total effect) 0.324 0.002 0.369 0.245
CSP→ChMH (indirect effect) 0.324 0.002 0.369 0.245

SD = social distancing; MHP = mental health of parents; PA = parents activities with children;
ChMH= children’s mental health; CSP= coping strategies of parents
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health. This also confirms the results of Roeters and Van Houdt (2019), who found that
fathers’ engagement in children’s activities promotes children’s mental health. Moreover, our
results demonstrate that parent-child activities were positively correlated with parents’ mental
health. As the interactions between children and parents are mutual (Ray, 2008) and the
relationship between parents and children improves through joint activities, we conclude that
the more parents engage in activities with their children, the more they enhance the level of
their own mental health.

Parents’ coping strategies were associated with their level of mental health. These results
coincide with prior research (e.g., Tsaras et al., 2018), who declared that coping strategies—
such as problem-solving and social support—are associated with mental health. It is worth
noting that the results of the current study showed that parents’ mental health was significantly
positively correlated with their children’s mental health. This indicates that mentally healthy
parents tend to maintain good relationships with their children. These results are consistent
with those of previous research (e.g., Ryan et al., 2017; Parfitt et al., 2013; Mensah and
Kiernan, 2010).

According to Stafford and Chiteji (2012), healthy parents’ behavior toward their children
could be transmitted across generations and affect a child’s behavior in the future. Therefore,
parents who adhere to social distancing practices and engage with their children in various
activities at home are more likely to have a good level of mental health, which can enhance the
mental health of their children. Children could benefit from this parenting approach in the
future, as they could probably be able to do the same thing for their own children.

Since Qatar is an Arabic society where relationships among family members are highly valued,
parents have a strong obligation to meet their children’s needs (Al-Kaabi, 2010). Therefore, we
conclude that, under stressful circumstances, parents’ coping skills and willingness to engage in
activities with their children mitigate the potential stress resulted from social isolation.

The findings of this study provide an important conclusion: living under stressful circum-
stances like the COVID-19 pandemic and the related restrictions of social distancing practices
do not only have negative effects on individuals’ mental health, but that can also result in
positive outcomes. The current study establishes that individuals can benefit from stressful
situations by developing useful coping strategies to maintain good mental health. Moreover, it
also illustrated the important role of parents’ coping strategies and involvement in their
children’s activities, which enhance both parents’ and children’s mental health.

Based on these results, healthcare providers and policymakers in the healthcare sector are
recommended to develop and implement awareness campaigns to show parents how to benefit
from stressful situations by developing and engaging in family activities that enhance mental
health. Moreover, healthcare providers and other stakeholders concerned with mental health in
the community are recommended to establish training platforms to educate parents about
coping strategies that can be used to handle stressful situations.

Our study has certain limitations. First, the study targeted only Arab families who reside in
Qatar; therefore, the sample may not be representative of all nationalities living in Qatar.
Second, although data were collected randomly, 95% of the respondents held a college degree
or higher; therefore, the sample may be biased due to invariance in the education level. Third,
self-reported answers may be biased due to social desirability.

To conclude, although several studies have demonstrated the negative consequences of
social distancing practices during COVID-19 (e.g., Pfefferbaum & North, 2020; Rajkumar,
2020), the current study revealed the positive impact of these practices when people possess
the appropriate coping skills. Thus, the current study empirically proved that parents can
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benefit from stressful situations by improving their coping skills and creating activities to
enhance their mental health and that of their children. We suggest replicating the current study
in the future with different nationalities to discover what type of coping strategies parents use
to co-exist with their children during stressful conditions.
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