How parents share and limit their child’s access to information about COVID-19: a mixed methods online survey study
Abstract 
This study aimed to understand the role that parents play in sharing or limiting their child’s access to information about Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19).  A subset of data from an international mixed-method online survey study was analyzed to elucidate the findings from Brazil. An online survey, conducted between April to June 2020, gathered closed and open text views from parents of children aged 7-12 years old. Quantitative data was analysed using descriptive statistics. Qualitative open text data were analysed using the three stages of the Bardin content analysis framework: pre-analysis (data organisation and initial full-content reading); exploration of the material (thematic coding to identify major motifs and develop thematic categories); and interpretation (treating the data as significant and valid). The sample consisted of 112 (89%) mothers and 14 (11%) fathers. The analysis of the parents open text resulted in two categories: ‘How parents share information with their children about COVID-19’ and ‘How parents limit information to their children about COVID-19’.  Some parents reported adopting an honest and open approach on how they shared information with their children, whilst some parents chose to minimize their child’s access to information about the pandemic over concerns of the mortality related to COVID-19.  
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Background
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Brazil has distinct population characteristics. According to the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics, it was estimated that in 2019, Brazil had 35.5 million children (under 12 years old), which corresponds to 17.1% of the total population, estimated to be 207 million people (IBGE, 2019). In terms of literacy, 17.4% of people over 25 years old claimed to have higher education and 98.7% of children aged 12 are literate (IBGE, 2020 a).
Although most children appear to experience less severe physical illness and have much lower mortality rates than other age groups from the COVID-19 infection (Ludvigsson, 2020), they remain at substantial risk of negative outcomes given the widespread economic and societal disruption resulting from the pandemic (Fry-Bowers, 2020). 
 The consequences of COVID-19 on children’s daily lives should not be underestimated (Berasategi Sancho et al. 2021; Panda et al., 2021; Ravens-Sieberer et al., 2021). Different countries have described the negative impacts on children’s lives. The most common new-onset psychological problems in children during the COVID-19 pandemic are anxiety, depression, irritability, boredom, inattention, and fear of contracting COVID 19 (Panda et al., 2021). France revealed that 34.71% of children and adolescents with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) had experienced a worsening in well-being, demonstrated by oppositional/audacious attitudes, emotional explosions, sleep problems, and anxiety (Bobo et al., 2020). Similarly, in Brazil, the prevalence of anxiety among children at the beginning of the pandemic has been reported as 19.4% (n=56) according to the Children’s Anxiety Questionnaire, and 21.8% (n=63), according to the Numerical Rating Scale (Garcia de Avila et al., 2020). A further aspect relating to children’s well-being during the pandemic has been reported, where children with low socioeconomic status, migration background and limited living space were affected more significantly during the pandemic (Ravens-Sieberer et al., 2021). Related findings have been reported in Spain, where girls, younger children, and those with access to an outdoor space showed the greatest levels of well-being (Berasategi Sancho et al., 2021). 
Other topics discussed within Brazil in relation to children and the impact of COVID-19 showing differences in clinical manifestations, being the most frequent symptoms asthma, fever, cough, and nasal discharge  (Rabha et al., 2021). The profile of deaths demonstrated that children under 1 year old, females, those from rural areas, and indigenous children were the most affected (Hillesheim et al., 2020). Concerns about physical activity levels were raised, as families with children had their physical activity time decreased, while time in front of the screens increased (de Sá et al., 2020). Violence against children and adolescents decreased in the isolation period, which may be due to the difficulties encountered in seeking assistance (Platt et al., 2020).     Although there have been multiple studies on adults’ health literacy during the COVID-19 pandemic, this has been under-researched in children (Sentell et al., 2020). 
There are different definitions for health literacy. Sentell et al. (2021) defined it as the skills and situational resources essential for people to find, understand, evaluate, communicate, and use information and services in various forms and settings to promote health and well-being throughout their lives. Research shows that how people obtain, understand, and use information influences their health decisions and choices (Bröder et al., 2017; Nutbeam et al., 2018) within a wide range of contexts, including during a pandemic. In the context of the pandemic, health literacy has an important role in influencing people’s actions to slow down the spread of the virus and how people interact with healthcare systems dealing with the resultant disease (Abel and McQueen, 2020). Applying critical health literacy has never been more critical than when the world is challenged with an infectious virus and the public health crisis has resulted in an excess of information of variable credibility (Abel and McQueen, 2020). Concerning this study, health literacy provides a valuable lens to examine how parents facilitate their child’s access to   information during a pandemic.
 A collaborative international study conducted by researchers from six countries (United Kingdom  (UK), Australia, Sweden, Brazil, Spain, and Canada) aimed to examine the information needs of children (n=390) and their parents (n=1230) in relation to COVID-19 (Bray et al., 2021a). Of the participating countries, Brazil is the only one located in South America and has distinct and different socioeconomic and cultural characteristics compared to the other five participating countries. These differences justify the deepening of the analysis of the Brazilian data set. To our knowledge, this is the first study that directly investigates aspects of health literacy in relation to COVID-19 in Brazil from the perspective of parents. 

Aim
To understand the role that parents play in sharing or limiting their child’s access to information about COVID-19.  

Research Design
A mixed-methods online survey using the Survey Monkey® platform was used to collect quantitative and qualitative information from parents. The survey was designed specifically for this study with input from nine children (aged 9-16 years) and five parents from the UK.
The survey had 11 questions (five closed questions and six questions seeking more extended text responses). However, this study focused on two of the closed quantitative questions (‘Where do you access information about COVID-19?’ and ‘Where do you think your child accesses information about COVID-19?’) and two of the open text qualitative questions (‘How do you decide what information to share with your child about COVID-19?’ and ‘Is there any information you choose not to share with your child about COVID-19?’). The paper also reports the responses to three demographic questions: the number of children in household, the area of Brazil they live, and what is the relationship with the child (father, mother, or caregiver). The survey targeted parents of 7–12-year olds, reflecting middle childhood and a critical age for developing health literacy skills (Bröder et al., 2017). The surveys of children and parents were not linked and both could participate independently. The questions reported within this paper were those of most relevance and highest interest within the Brazilian setting. The data from all the questions and all the participating countries have been reported elsewhere in two peer-reviewed publications (Bray et al., 2021a; Bray et al., 2021b).
 Researchers from the United Kingdom developed the survey, and initial testing was conducted with nine children aged 9–16 years and five parents through remote consultation. The survey was translated into Portuguese for use in Brazil; the translation was checked by a native Brazilian to ensure its suitability. In Brazil, the survey was conducted from 29 April to 1 June 2020. 

Sample and Recruitment
[bookmark: _Hlk75890813]The online survey was distributed through links circulated via social media (Twitter, Facebook, Instagram) and personal contacts. The parents of the children aged 7–12 years were also eligible to participate in the study. 

Analysis
[bookmark: _Hlk79826555][bookmark: _Hlk74723798]The data from the two open qualitative survey questions were analysed according to the Bardin content analysis methodological framework (Gondim and Bendassolli, 2014) by three research team members (Gondim and Bendassolli, 2014). This form of content analysis consists of discovering the core meaning of data through acknowledging that the frequency of appearance can be meaningful (Gondim and Bendassolli, 2014). The content analysis consisted of three stages: (1) pre-analysis (organizing the data, initial reading of the full content, selection of documents or records, and determination of criteria); (2) exploration of the material (coding the themes, which allows thematic representation of the content, and developing thematic categories); and (3) interpretation (treating the data to be significant and valid) (Gondim and Bendassolli, 2014).  
To examine where parents and children accessed data about COVID-19, numerical data were analysed using SPSS v25 ®. The study is descriptive and therefore inferential statistics were not conducted. Descriptive statistics (percentages and frequencies) are reported. 
Ethical aspects
This research was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of Brazil (Botucatu Medical School Research Ethics Committee opinion n˚ 3.994.298) and complied with resolution No. 510/2016, which establishes the guidelines and regulatory rules for research involving humans. Without remuneration, parents agreed to participate in the research by completing and submitting the online survey. A brief written information leaflet was provided with a link to the Brazilian online survey, which contained contact details for the Brazilian research team, should participants have questions or require more information. The study information made it clear to participants that they were providing permission (consent) for their answers to be used as part of the project by submitting their answers. 

Results and Findings
[bookmark: _Hlk64474454]The international study recruited 390 children and 1,230 parents from the United Kingdom, Australia, Sweden, Brazil, Spain, and Canada. Of these, 58 children and 132 parents were from Brazil. In total, 132 Brazilian participants (parents and caregivers) responded to the survey. This paper reports on the 126 parents (112 mothers and 14 fathers) who responded to the four questions that are the focus of this paper. These parents participated from across three regions of Brazil, Southeast (80% n=101), Midwest (14% n=18), and South (6% n=7). Of the parents who participated, the majority reported having one or two children. The results were structured to first report the quantitative responses to ‘Accessing information about COVID-19’ and then the parents’ qualitative responses concerning ‘Parents’ decisions to share or limit information about COVID-19 with their child’. 
Accessing COVID-19 information 
The parents reported accessing their information about COVID-19 from a range of sources, with the Ministry of Health Website being the most prevalent (56%, n=71) and TV being the second most accessed source of information (Table 1). 
Insert Table 1
Parents reported that they were the main sources of information for their children (91%, n=114), followed by TV (55%, n=44) (Table 2). 
Insert Table 2 
Parents’ decisions to share or limit COVID-19 information with their children 
          The analysis of the open text responses resulted in two thematic categories: ‘How parents share information with their child about COVID-19’ and ‘How parents limit COVID-19 information from their children’. 
How parents share COVID-19 information with their children 
 	The parents reported using playful strategies to adapt and filter information according to their child's age, clearly showing how careful they were when informing their children:
‘Through didactics. Information only in a playful way’. (M12) 
They considered their child’s age and provided information using strategies to help their child understand the situation; that information is: 
‘That is easy to understand at his age’ (M4) and: 
We speak in a general and subtle way; he is only 7’ (M51).
 In addition, many parents chose to filter information about COVID-19, as seen in the following quote:
 	‘I try to filter the information not to panic or despair them. I talk in a simple way to justify why we are not leaving home and why they are not going to school, but I do not go deeper into the subject because I believe they cannot understand it’ (M100).
 It was clear that many parents chose to emphasise the prevention measures for COVID-19; including raising awareness about the use of a mask and:  
‘ About prevention, hands washing and quarantine, just the basic to not scare them. (M75).
‘I share what I think is more important and what they should know. They must not put their hands on their face (mouth, eyes, nose); they must wash their hands very well and use hand sanitiser when their hands cannot be washed. They must sneeze inside their clothes or on the forearm. I talked about the use of a mask when we leave home. I believe it is necessary’ (M 17).
In contrast to the parents who chose to filter or adapt information, some parents made decisions to openly share all the information they had about COVID-19 with their children. These parents reported adopting an honest and open approach to sharing information, such as ‘We share all the information we know and talk openly about it’ (M15).
Information also included the severity of illness and prevention:
       ‘I talk about prevention, how we contract the virus, how we can protect ourselves and that it can kill’ (M52).
      Some parents shared information with their children only in response to their questions, although some explained: 
     ‘I try to answer only what he asks’ (M89), and they are careful: 
‘Through the questions he asks me, I answer nicely not to shock him, but I try not to hide the facts’ (M13).
     Parents also reported that they checked the veracity of information by sourcing reliable information and ‘being sure that the information respects minimum scientific principles’(F6) before sharing it with their children.
‘I share the news that comes from serious news, so they are conscious about the severity of the pandemic. I avoid tabloids that have tendentious information or political bias. I advise them that Science must be our North’ (M31).
How parents limit COVID-19 information from their children 
Many parents reported that they avoided talking to their children about COVID-19 related deaths. This can be seen in answers to the question: ‘Is there any information you have chosen not to share with your child’? Many chose not to talk  ‘about COVID-19 deaths in Brazil.’(M50) and the   ‘numbers of deaths and contagion of relatives. ’  (F1) and avoid ´the television when it talks about number of deaths and burials. ’  (M52)  On parent explained:
   ‘I avoid talking too much about the deaths with my 9-year-old son. Of course he knows that deaths occur, but I try not to comment too much, but with my 15-year-old daughter I do, because she is familiar with everything. ’ (M6)
     Some parents particularly noted that they chose not to share specific pandemic elements, including any unreliable information, ‘fakes news and those that put politics above people's safety. ’ (M36) and issues related to Brazilian politics, for example:
   ‘I avoid sensationalist news with biased information or with a political bias. ’ (M31)
     Some parents avoided sharing the challenges faced within health care systems because of the pandemic, such as the ´collapse of health system with lots of dead people. ’ (M112)´and: 
    ‘The suffering of sick people, families and professionals that work at hospitals: the problems of saturation of the health system (M105)’.
    ‘We do not talk about the rate of deaths or lack of hospital beds. ’ (M35)
Discussion 
[bookmark: _Hlk74734258]	This study aimed to gain insight into the reported information exchange between parents and their children during COVID-19 within Brazil. Although the study did not address how parents judged the credibility of information or how the information exchange between parents and their children impacted choices and decisions, the exchange of information is important to examine because health literacy is rarely addressed in the Brazilian context. This study provided parents with a voice and contributed to our understanding of how parents were accessing information and informing their children about COVID-19 at the beginning of the pandemic, a moment marked by essential changes in children's lives. 
Parents reported receiving COVID-19 information from a range of sources. Despite some recognised challenges, the Ministry of Health linked to the Unified Health System’s (SUS) importance in fighting the pandemic has been recognised by parents. The nearly unanimous recognition of the need for more health care resources to deal with the crisis makes this an especially appropriate moment for reinforcing and adequately financing the SUS (Daumas et al., 2020). In Brazil (Malta et al., 2020), as in other countries like the United States (Bhutani and Cooper, 2020) and Greece (Skarpa and Garoufallou, 2021), statistics show an increase in adults watching television (TV) and using the internet during the pandemic. The internet has been reported as used in 79.1% of Brazilian households, mainly through cell phones, and 96.4% of the population had access to television. Among children aged 10 to 13 years old, internet use reached 75%  (IBGE, 2020 b). Therefore, it is not surprising that most parents who responded to this survey were accessing COVID-19 information from both the internet and television. Parents reported the importance of checking that information was credible, and this aligns with other work reporting on how amid the ‘infodemic’ about the COVID-19 pandemic (Pennycook et al., 2020), accessing clear, consistent, and evidence-based information was important in line with other evidence (Garcia and Duarte, 2020). 
Providing adequate information for children is extremely important since today’s children have multiple ways of obtaining information. Many parents in the study chose to emphasise the prevention measures for COVID‑19, stating that their primary responsibility was to protect and inform their children. A study surveying 810 Jordanian parents showed that their primary information sources were social media (n=520; 65%) and news channels (n=532; 66.5%), and they considered their knowledge about the COVID‑19 symptoms, means of transmission, and prevention to be good. Many parents admitted that their main means of protecting the kids was practising social isolation. (Abuhammad, 2021)
The importance of parents’ roles in children’s behaviour has already been shown in research before the current pandemic, reinforcing the need to listen to and speak with parents to ensure children’s health. A Korean study investigating 2,323 sixth-grade students and 2,089 parents found that the parents’ handwashing practices, parent and child bonding, and shared time significantly correlated with the children’s hand hygiene practices (Song et al., 2012). That study found that the thoroughness of children’s hand cleansing is associated with health education, the parents’ practices of proper handwashing, greater parent-child bonding, and more shared time with parents, affirming the importance of educating parents about pandemic-related health practices. (Song et al., 2013).
 Although Brazil did not issue a complete lockdown, social distancing measures (closing non-essential services, schools, and universities) required a significant change in families' daily lives. In most families, as reported by this study, parents became the main source of information in their children's lives. The important role of parents was exacerbated as most Brazilian children were in remote education from March 2020, with less support than usual from school and teachers. The full findings based on data from the international study show that Brazil’s parents, as with parents from the other four countries involved, were the main source of information for children during the pandemic (89%, n=347). Sweden was the exception, as children were still attending school, and it was the primary source of their information (Bray et al., 2021 a). 
The statements from parents indicate that those who chose to share COVID-19 information with their children, used playful strategies, filtering of information and age-appropriate adaptation, as reported in previous studies (Bubadué et al., 2020; Radhakrishnan et al., 2020; Thampi et al., 2020). Guidance from UNICEF related to discussing information about the pandemic advises parents to ask their children open questions, listen to the answers, provide truthful information, use age-appropriate language, watch their children’s reactions, show sensitivity to their anxiety levels and close conversations with care (UNICEF, 2020). Accurate information from parents can make children safer and minimise the negative effects of the pandemic (Ornell et al., 2020). 
Anxiety, depression, irritability, boredom, inattention and fear of COVID-19 are identified as predominant new-onset psychological problems in children during the COVID-19 pandemic (Panda et al., 2021). However, the study did not examine how children used the information parents shared about COVID-19 to make sense of the pandemic. Critical health literacy is discussed as influencing an individual’s ability to reflect on complex health issues and critically assess the information available to promote, enhance, and encourage appropriate behaviours during a crisis such as the current COVID-19 pandemic (Abel and McQueen, 2020). However, the literature does not examine whether COVID-19 health literacy impacts children’s anxiety and ability to cope with changes to their lives due to the pandemic.
While many parents chose to share COVID-19 information with their children, several parents reported that they avoided discussing various aspects of the pandemic with their children such as the mortality related to COVID-19 and political issues linked to the management of the pandemic. Sharing information regarding mortality rates was also reported as limited across the other countries participating in the international study (Bray et al., 2021 a). In Brazil, the reported cumulative mortality from COVID-19 at the time of the survey (1 June 2020) was 29,937, and 353,137 on 13 April 2021 (WHO, 2021b). If the survey was re-run in Brazil in 2021 and based on the gravity of COVID-19 in Brazil, parents’ decisions about not talking about mortality and mortality rates might be different.  
Limitations to the Study
Some limitations should be noted concerning this research. The data collection was online, which restricted participants to only those with access to resources (computer, phone, Wi-Fi) and the skills to engage in reading and responding to the survey. Thus, there was a selection bias arising from the circulation of the survey using personal social media connections. The study relied on a convenience sample generated during a short period. The survey was not pre-tested in Brazil; it was developed specifically for this study in the United Kingdom with a translation to Portuguese for Brazil. 

Implications for Practice
These findings reflect that parent were an important source of information for their children in the early stages of the pandemic, and it is important that parents have access to accurate information. Targeting child-centred information towards parents is a useful strategy. Health literacy provides a valuable lens to examine information exchange from parents to their children during a pandemic COVID-19.

Conclusion
This study highlights the importance of parents with regards to children’s access to information during the COVID-19 pandemic. Parents reported accessing COVID-19 information from various sources, mainly from the Ministry of Health website, TV, and the internet. They considered themselves their children’s primary information source during the early months of the COVID‑19 pandemic. Many parents reported adopting an honest and open approach to sharing information with their children and attempted to source reliable and trusted information. In contrast, some parents chose to minimise their children’s access to COVID-19 information, especially negative aspects such as the mortality rate. 
Considering that Brazil is one of the countries with the highest number of COVID-19 cases and deaths, further research is needed to examine how access to reliable information influences behaviours and actions.
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