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Abstract

This study aimed to analyze the lived experiences of fathers of children with attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) during the coronavirus pandemic and home quarantine in the first half of
2021. The study was conducted using a qualitative descriptive phenomenology method. At first, 16
participants were selected through purposive and convenience sampling from those who visited a
counseling center under the supervision of the Kermanshah Welfare Organization. Data were saturated
after semi-structured interviews with 7 participants. Data were analyzed using the seven-step method
proposed by Colaizzi. Data analysis led to the identification of 4 main themes, 23 subcategories, and 98
codes. The main themes included mental state, impact on interpersonal relationships, attribution styles,
and coping strategies. The findings of the study indicated that fathers of children with ADHD showed
different feelings and behaviors during the coronavirus epidemic. These conditions affected different
aspects of their quality of life, thinking, and satisfaction. Therefore, special attention should be paid to the
development of psychological and counseling interventions and educating parents to enhance the
resilience of fathers in situations of crisis.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) are among the children for whom the situation
seems to have become more difficult. Parents of hyperactive children who need more mobility and social
communication experience more problems. Obviously, children with ADHD have problems in their social
and adaptive behavior that are related to the main symptoms of this disorder (Wehmeier et al., 2010).
Problems inside and outside the family environment (Mrug et al., 2012; Cho, 2008) are encountered with
environmental factors that increase the risk of injury. Families of children with ADHD continuously
experience more pressure and stress (Narkunam, 2012; Coghill, 2008).

Critical situation refers to a particular condition that affects the psychological and social dimensions of individual
and family life. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, the global public health went through a crisis which
affected the whole world in a short period of time. The pandemic started in Wuhan, China, and became a great
threat to humanity (Zhang et al., 2020). In such situations, due to changes in lifestyle and difficulty in compliance
with health guidelines, certain problems might arise such as interpersonal discomfort, neglect of children,
aggression among family members, and family violence (Campbell et al., 2020). The experience of quarantine has
had negative psychological effects on all age groups, and many cross-sectional surveys showed people
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experienced high levels of distress during the coronavirus pandemic (Xiong, 2020, Sher, 2020). Many families
lost loved ones. Schools and educational systems became virtual and many children spent long hours at home,
which created particular conditions for parenting and behavior management.

Raising a child with ADHD creates additional problems and challenges due to the child’s disturbed behavior
(Harrison & Sofronoff, 2002). Several studies have shown that parents of hyperactive children face more
stress than parents of children without ADHD (Wang, et al., 2020, Pimentel et al., 2020; Cussen et al., 2012).
In addition, parents of children with ADHD have shown more parenting stress than parents of children with
other serious conditions such as epilepsy and autism (Wiener et al., 2016 & Gagliano, 2014). Limited
research evidence also suggests that children with ADHD receive less love/care and authoritarian control
from their fathers. They have less active interactions with their fathers and more severe behavioral problems
at home, and receive less family support than children without ADHD (Chang et al., 2013). Moreover,
compared to fathers, children indicated more negative attitudes toward the father and father-child
interactions. On the other hand, most of the research before the spread of coronavirus focused on the role of
mothers not addressing the role of fathers. Therefore, it seems necessary to examine the role of the father to
improve the efficiency and function of the family. Evidently, the situation has become more difficult for
individuals and families, including parents, during the peak of COVID-19 and quarantines. Given the above,
the present study was conducted to open new horizons in developing psychological interventions in
situations of crisis. The main research question is, “What are the main themes and subcategories of the lived
experience of fathers of children with ADHD during the coronavirus pandemic?”

Methods

The current study was conducted using a qualitative phenomenological method. The phenomenological
research method is utilized to investigate, understand, and explore the lived experiences and lives of people
(Talebi et al., 2019).

The study population included fathers of children with ADHD living in Kermanshah, Iran in 2021. The
participants were selected using purposive sampling from among the clients of one of the counseling centers
under the supervision of the Welfare Organization based on the inclusion criteria. Semi-structured interviews
were conducted with the participants. The inclusion criteria were: 1- The child being diagnosed with
hyperactivity (according to clinical interview and Conners’ Parent Rating Scale ), 2- Not having a history of
separation of parents, 3- The father living with a spouse, 4- Willingness to cooperate and having given
informed consent to participate in the study, and 5- Both husband and wife living in Kermanshah. The
exclusion criteria included the use of psychiatric drugs and having a periodic job (to control the presence of
fathers as a variable and come to a detailed understanding of their lived experiences).

First, children with ADHD were identified and their fathers were asked to fill in the Conners’ Parent Rating
Scale. Then, children with an average score higher than 1.5 were selected and included in the list of
interviews. The Conners’ Parent Rating Scale (Conners, 2003) and semi-structured interviews were utilized
to investigate the severity of children’s symptoms. Data were analyzed using the seven-step method
proposed by Colaizzi (Shosha, 2012) simultaneously with data collection through interviews.

Results

The results of the data analysis led to the identification of 4 main themes, 23 subcategories, and 98 codes.
The main themes included mental state, impact on interpersonal relationships, attribution styles, and coping
strategies. The first main theme was mental state, which included disturbance, desperation, quality of sleep,
guantity of sleep, depression, feelings of regret about marriage, feelings of fear and worry about academic
status, and physical health subcategories. Another main theme in the interviews with fathers was the impact
on interpersonal relationships. This theme included marital conflicts, feelings of shame, verbal aggression,
physical aggression, and marital relations. The attribution style was the third main theme, which included
religious attribution, internal attribution, and external attribution as the subcategories. The last main theme
was coping strategy, which was divided into seven subcategories including virtual space, family, spirituality
and trust, games, friends, referral to a specialist, remedial class, and fun.

Discussion and conclusion
The present study was conducted using a qualitative phenomenological method to gain knowledge and
understanding about the lived experience of fathers of children with ADHD during the coronavirus
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pandemic. The main research question was, “What are the main themes and subcategories of the lived
experiences of fathers of children with ADHD during the coronavirus pandemic?” Data analysis led to the
extraction of 98 primary codes, 23 subcategories, and 4 main themes including mental state, impact on
interpersonal relationships, attribution style, and coping strategies. One of the themes was the psychological
condition of fathers. The mental state was shown by conditions such as despair, depression, and confusion,
which were prominent in all interviews. These findings are in line with those of the studies by Spinelli et al.
(2020) and Shah et al. (2020). They reported that restraining children with ADHD led to the worsening of
their symptoms and affected the pattern of child-parent interaction. According to research, the effect of
quarantine on children’s behavioral and emotional problems has increased the stress of parents and children
(Spinelli et al., 2020); this stress in turn has a negative effect on their parenting (Chunget al., 2020). On the
other hand, there are numerous research findings indicating that the birth of a child with a physical or mental
disability is a stressful experience and a difficult and important challenge for the family (Baker et al., 2005;
Tomanik et al., 2004 2001; Olsson,). These conditions can affect the physical and mental health of parents
and leave strong effects on all aspects of the family and individual life of parents and other family members
and influence all family functions (Goudie, 2014).

The results of the analysis of interviews with fathers showed that the coronavirus and living with a
hyperactive child for a long time due to the limited range of discretion and outdoor games and the closure of
schools can have significant effects on the interpersonal situation of family members. This result is
consistent with the findings of the studies conducted by Chung et al. (2020) and Zhang et al. (2020). They
reported that since the COVID-19 pandemic and its negative consequences, parenting conditions for
hyperactive children have become more complicated. This finding is in line with research findings by Chung
et al. (2020) and Patrick (2020) that during the COVID-19 epidemic, the stress of parents increased in
guarantines, which led to parents being violent with children at home.

Another theme was the attributions styles which were further subdivided into positive and negative
categories. Some fathers considered having a hyperactive child as a test and others interpreted it as a very
bad event. The feeling of desperation and inability to control the situation as well as attributing these
conditions to oneself and external factors were among the subcategories of the attribution styles of the
interviewees. In this regard, the results of the study by Johnston and Ohan (2005) indicated that considering
the child’s behavior as controllable and internalized was associated with more negative reactions. The last
main theme revealed in the interviews was coping strategies. Strategies act as a factor that can be considered
in effectively dealing with existing conditions. These strategies were further divided into some subcategories
such as fun, friends and family, receiving specialized help, private classes, and spirituality and trust.

In general, it can be concluded that having a hyperactive child alone is a factor that affects the life
dimensions of family members, especially the father’s thoughts, feelings, and behavior. In support of this
claim, studies have reported that parents of children with ADHD constantly experience more pressure and
stress (Coghill, 2008, Narkunam, 2012). For instance, research evidence suggested children with ADHD
have less active interactions and more severe behavioral problems, and receive less support, affection/care,
and authoritarian control from their fathers (Chang et al; 2013). If this situation is combined with critical and
restrictive conditions such as the COVID-19 pandemic, it can have far greater effects on fathers and their
parenting style, which requires the special attention of specialists to the mental conditions of fathers of
children with ADHD.

This study was conducted with some limitations. For instance, it only investigated the experiences of fathers
and the role of working or non-working mothers was not taken into consideration. Moreover, the type of the
father’s job, the amount of time they spent with the family, and the role of the child’s genetics were not
controlled in this study. Thus, it is recommended to conduct future studies taking into account the role of
cultural issues, the level of education of fathers, and the type of job.
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They were also informed that they could withdraw from the study at any stage they wished.
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