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PARENTING NEEDS DURING THE
COVID 19 PANDEMIC
As COVID-19 spread across the United States and
actions were taken to try to mitigate its impact,
parents, caregivers and children experienced
widespread reorganization of family, work, school,
and social life. Parenting became highly
challenging, with parents having to meet multiple
competing demands simultaneously, while
managing the stress of unique COVID-19 related
concerns, such as exposure to illness or potential
income loss.

Between September - November 2020, parents
and caregivers were surveyed to explore how
they were affected and how they had coped
during the first six to seven months of the
pandemic.1 See Table 1 for a partial listing of
survey respondent characteristics.
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INFLUENCE OF THE PANDEMIC ON
PARENT AND FAMILY HEALTH AND WELL
BEING

Income, Job Loss, and Reduction in
Hours
This group of parents was well educated with
96% of participants having some post-secondary
education and 66% indicating that they had a
four-year degree, professional degree, or
doctorate. Nevertheless, 22% of the parents
experienced a small decline in income and more
than one quarter or 28% experienced a moderate
or large decline in income in the past six or seven
1 The

31-question survey was sent to parents and caregivers with a child (or children) under the age of 19 through Family Resource Centers and Child Care Resource and Referral
agencies. The survey also included questions for parents to reflect on how the pandemic has affected their own and their child(rens) physical and emotional well-being along
with how connected they are to community resources.
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months. Parents in 21% of households reported
that someone in their family lost a job. In 42% of
households someone had had their hours reduced
at work since the onset of the pandemic
restrictions. Just over 9% of households lost health
insurance coverage sometime during the previous
six or seven months. Job, insurance, and income
loss disproportionately affected those parents with
lower levels of education.

Stress
Stress, due to the pandemic and attendant changes
and restrictions, affected families across
demographics and without significant differences
based on education level, household income or
parents’ age. Almost half (or 49%) of parents
responding rated their current level of stress as
high and the majority, 88% of the parents,
indicated their current stress level was either
moderate or high. The majority, 65% of the
parents, indicated their stress level had increased
a lot and another one quarter of parents shared
that their stress level had increased a little.
Furthermore, 60% of parents reported that their
stress level had impacted their relationship with
their children a little and 20% indicated it had
affected their relationship a lot. This experience of
increased and higher levels of stress occurred
among parents despite the fact that 87% of
respondents were living with a partner who could,
presumably, provide some level of respite and
shared responsibility.

Mental and Physical Health
Stress can negatively impact mental and physical
health, so it is not surprising that the majority of
parents indicated experiencing a decline in their
mental health. 56% of the parents responded that
their mental health had declined somewhat and
22% indicated their mental health had declined

greatly. Approximately half of the parents indicated
that their physical health had also declined,
however almost 41% of parents indicated it had
stayed the same and almost 11% reported their
physical health had actually improved. There were
no significant differences in mental or physical
health based on education level, household income
or parents’ age.

PARENT/CAREGIVER STRUGGLES DURING THE
PANDEMIC
Needs
Parents identified several needs during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The three most identified
needs were age-appropriate ideas to entertain and
keep children busy, access to parks and recreational
spaces, and help with parenting. Parents with lower
levels of education also identified the need for
personal protection or cleaning supplies to prevent
illness. The needs that parents and caregivers
identified as increasing the most during the
pandemic included the need for financial support,
access to other benefits, and access to masks or
personal protection and cleaning supplies to prevent
illness. Needs that decreased were transportation,
unemployment assistance, home schooling, and
baby care items.

Challenges
Qualitative responses to an open ended question
asking parents to identify their most difficult
challenges during the pandemic were coded to
identify common themes. Of the 102 parents who
responded, the parents identified the following five
as their greatest concerns: education of children,
experiencing and managing stress, financial
circumstances, mental health concerns and
balancing responsibilities. The five challenges are
listed below in order of the frequency with which
they were mentioned.

Just feeling stuck in my home […] has been
challenging and feeling disconnected from all my
friends and family.
-- parent comment
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…Parents cannot work full time and school their
children full time. It is not possible to do well.
-- parent comment

Education of Children: The most predominant
concern of parents related to the education of
their children. When schools were closed parents
reported challenges with virtual schooling and
keeping children engaged with learning. Where
schools were open, parents worried about the
looming possibility of impending closings and the
need for immediate access to childcare or other
resources.
Managing Stress: The second most frequent
concern of parents was that the pandemic
significantly added stress to their lives. They found
it challenging to manage their own stress levels in
addition to the increased stress of other family
members. Parents bore the burden of constant
worry and decision making about COVID and
safety.
Financial Concerns: Parents reported reductions in
income, difficulty paying bills, and coping with the
loss of jobs or lack of employment stability.
Decline in Mental Health: Parents described
worrying about their own mental health and the
mental health of their children or family members.
Parents also described their struggles accessing
mental health resources.
Balancing Responsibilities: Parents reported that
they struggle with working from home while
educating and caring for children. The survey
indicated that parents feel they have no time for
self-care or time away from their children.

LONGER TERM IMPACTS OF THE COVID-19
PANDEMIC
It is difficult to know what longer-term impacts the
pandemic might have on parents, families, and
children. Human beings can be very resilient.
However, considering the high level of stress,
financial impacts, and reduction in mental health
among this relatively well educated and supported
group, it will be important to provide families and
children with time and support over the longer term
to recover from the distress experienced. Many
parents need to understand they have experienced a
trauma and will need to give themselves the grace
and latitude they need to recover.

One important way to rejuvenate is to direct
attention toward building upon the Five Strengths
that every family needs to thrive. The information
about the Five Strengths is available to everyone
and can be found on the Five for Families website.
Another source of support available to many
families are Family Resource Centers. FRCs are
community-based, flexible, family-focused, and
culturally sensitive hubs that provide access to
resources, programs and targeted services based
on the needs and interests of families. The FRCs
across Wisconsin provide parents and caregivers
with parent education, tools, and strategies
around healthy child development, and they can
also provide invaluable information about
community resources.

The great loss of everything for children. They can’t
play sports or go to school or anything. They are
suffering.
-- parent comment
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