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Objectives

Summarize a recent 
survey’s findings on 
the impact of the 
initial COVID-19 
lockdown on families 
in Ontario
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Describe how to plan 
for potential future 
lockdowns and how we 
may support families

2

Identify useful 
resources to support 
families as the COVID-
19 pandemic continues
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Global Pandemic

• COVID-19 represents an 
unprecedented time in our 
history with need for data about 
impact and implications more 
broadly, but also for how the 
pandemic is affecting families and 
children



Canadian Context

• Between March 17th and 22nd

every province and territory 
declared a state of emergency

• Daycare and schools were closed 
immediately; 

• Bans of no more than 5 to 15 
people depending on the 
province

• Stores and many services were 
closed/cancelled

• In most cases alcohol and 
cannabis stores remained open 
(exception cannabis stores in 
Ontario; and liquor stores in 
Newfoundland and PEI and 
Nunavut where prohibition laws 
were enacted)





What do we 
know from 
other contexts?



What do we know from other contexts?

A rapid review of the impact of public health measures on children and families 
indicated that school closures and stay-at-home orders negatively effects access to 
nutrition and vaccination programs through schools, and increases risk of financial 
stressors, mental health problems, decreased movement behaviour and increased 
risk of factors related to child maltreatment (Public Health Ontario, 2020).   

A second rapid review of the psychological impact of quarantine identified 24 
eligible studies and found numerous psychological effects including PTSD, 
confusion and anger.  Stressors included longer quarantine duration, infection 
fears, boredom, frustration, inadequate supplies, inadequate information, financial 
loss and stigma (Brooks et al., 2020)



• Disruption or limited access to basic 
services

• Breakdown of support networks 
and disruption of social services

• Limited access to community 
support services, education and 
play spaces

• Economic scarcity – unemployment, 
increased poverty and food scarcity

• Loss or separation from family
• Fear of disease
• Increased caregiver distress
• Heightened risk of domestic 

violence

• Heightened risk of psychological 
distress and negative impact on 
development.  Increased risk of 
child maltreatment. 





Ontario Parent Survey

• Postal code information which 
could be matched with material 
deprivation index or with 
geographic region

• Household composition; 
employment (impact of COVID-19 
on employment) and education

• Mental health; parenting; family 
functioning; partner conflict; 
alcohol and cannabis use

• Child socioemotional functioning 
and changes in child functioning 
since COVID-19 stay-at-home 
measures



Parenting Scale

• Important considerations

• What can we safely ask with a web-based survey

• Ethics of asking these questions in an anonymous survey

• Chose the Parenting Scale (Arnold et al., 1993); specifically the 
Overreactivity Subscales 

• Representing a harsh, angry discipline style, consistent 
with an authoritarian parenting style



Marital Conflict

Timmins et al., 2017



COVID-19 
Experiences



www.strongfamilies.ca





Sample demographics

• 93.6% female

• Marital status

• 86.4% married/common-law

• 6.1% single parents

• 7.6% divorced/separated/widowed

• 88.8% identified ‘North American/European’ ethnicity

• 52.1% university degree

• 64.9% employed full-time



Main Findings



COVID-19 negatively impacted 
caregiver’s mental health



• 45.6% of caregivers reported no change in 
alcohol consumption since the start of the 
pandemic; 37.5% reported an increase in 
alcohol intake

• Most parents reported no cannabis use 
within the last six months (80.7%).  
However, among those reporting using 
cannabis, over a third of parents reported 
changes in amount of cannabis 
consumption since the start of pandemic; 
with 87.9% reporting increased usage. 













Caregivers struggled with discipline strategies and 
experienced challenges in caregiving

A third of parents reported higher levels of raising 
their voice or yelling when a child misbehaved

21% indicated getting frustrated or angry enough 
that their child could see they were upset

Almost 40% indicated being picky or ‘one their 
child’s back’ when stressed or upset

21% indicated getting into long arguments with 
their child due to misbehaviour



Experiences during COVID-19 (May-June 2020)



Family needs during the COVID-
19 pandemic

• One third of parents indicated needing 
assistance with their own stress and/mood 
(32%)

• More than one-half of parents stated they 
would be interested in receiving parenting tips 
and information about children during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  

• In open ended questions, many parents cited 
the need for respite care, daycare, or 
nanny/babysitter either more frequently or 
occasionally for a break.  Parents also cited 
greater assistance with distance learning and 
more structure around lessons and homework 
needed to be provided. 



Summary

• Ontario families are struggling 

• These findings also represent a call for help with one third of parents 
indicating they need assistance with their own mood and stress and a third 
indicating needing help with their children’s behaviour and mood



Limitations 
and Future 
Directions

Crowdsourcing survey – limits 
generalizability

Cross-sectional – snapshot in 
time

Follow up survey



Women, moms at risk of binge-drinking during 

pandemic: CAMH study

Calls to Canadian domestic violence helplines jump during 
pandemic

Parents, women among Canadians struggling most 

with mental health during pandemic: surveys





Implications and potential 
ways to reduce negative 
secondary effects of 
COVID-19

Identify, develop and disseminate 
evidence-based resources relatedIdentify

Develop preventive public health 
messagingDevelop

Monitor psychosocial needsMonitor

Link to resources about stress management 
and copingLink

Refer patients to social and mental health 
assistance when neededRefer
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