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COVID & Family Mental Health

• Coronavirus disease (COVID) and its resulting disruptions to daily life may have especially negative effects 
on the mental health of children and adolescents, as well as their parents and caregivers

• Heightened internalizing and externalizing problems among youth 

• Social isolation 

• School closures 

• Increased childcare responsibilities

• Financial strain and loss of employment / health care coverage 

• Stay-at-home orders and familial conflict



COVID & Mental Health Interventions

• Mental health professionals have pivoted to virtual care options and researchers have been working to 
develop and disseminate digital supports that do not require face-to-face contact

• These efforts may well be helpful to families, but the rapid emergence and spread of COVID has 
forced these programs to be built and launched quickly, and with little available data on the 
psychological effects associated with the pandemic

• Are existing interventions equipped to address the mental health needs of families during this time? 

• Our understanding of which emotional and behavioral difficulties require attention during the 
pandemic, as well as any gaps in coverage among existing interventions, might be enriched by input 
from the consumers these resources are designed to serve 



The Current Study

We adopted a consumer-driven approach and 
collected idiographic data from caregivers in 
the general population to capture what they 
judged to be the most prominent mental 
health problems and needs of their families 
during the COVID crisis



Sample Characteristics

• Caregivers (N = 133) of children and adolescents (1–19 years old) in the general population

• Caregivers (2% Indigenous; 15% Asian; 7% Black or African-American; 72% White; 8% multiracial; 12% Hispanic or 
Latino) reported a range of household incomes (14% poor; 35% working class; 50% middle class; 2% affluent), and 
were between the ages of 18 and 60 years old (M = 35.80; SD = 8.81)

• Caregivers largely identified as female (81%; 18% male; 2% transgender or gender non-conforming)

• Caregivers were asked to identify one of their children with the greatest emotional and/or behavioral difficulties 
and answer several questions with this child in mind

• Given that thematic analysis of participant-generated text data was the primary focus of this study, we followed 
established guidelines related to this procedure when determining a sufficient sample size

• Thematic saturation  the point at which new themes stop emerging among participant responses



Measures

• Quantitative measures

• Behavior and Feelings Survey 

• GAD-7 

• PHQ-8 

• Current living situation 

• Effects of COVID 

• Qualitative measures
• Top problems and needs assessments
• Coding procedures and thematic analysis



Quantitative Results

• Self-reported anxiety and depression among caregivers averaged above the cutoff for clinically significant symptoms 

• Caregiver-reported internalizing and externalizing problems among their child identified as most severe in these 
domains aligned with previous reports among clinical samples 

• Lower caregiver satisfaction with their living situation and greater leniency of COVID-related policies in residing 
region was associated with higher caregiver anxiety and depression

• More children living in the home and greater leniency of COVID-related policies in residing region was associated 
with higher youth internalizing and externalizing challenges



Qualitative Results



Qualitative Results
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Discussion 

• This mixed-methods study was designed to advance our understanding of the potential psychological effects of 
COVID, as well as which mental health interventions might be most needed during the pandemic 

• On average, caregiver and youth mental health symptoms fell within the clinical range, highlighting what appears 
to be heightened mental health difficulties among this general population sample

• Quantitative analyses revealed that youth mental health symptoms were associated with number of children in 
the home, and both caregiver and youth symptoms were more pronounced in regions with more lenient COVID 
restrictions 

• Through idiographic responses, caregivers reported a substantial need for mental health services among 
themselves and their children, and a range of mental health problems that may be important pandemic-specific 
intervention targets 

• Social isolation and loneliness 

• Boredom and lack of motivation 

• Lack of routine

• The study illustrates the potential of mixed methods research to clarify the mental health impact of a complex 
crisis within families and provides ideas about future directions for mental health care in such crises
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