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Abstract
Amassive home-quarantine took place in China due to the novel coronavirus in the end of 2019. The purpose of the present study
was to explore the potential mental health impact of this forced quarantine and widespread shutdown among small business
owners and the self-employed. A semi-structured interview was employed among 14 participants from three different cities in
China. Grounded Theory was employed to analyze the data using Nvivo11 plus. Based on a qualitative analysis, 9 categories of
responses emerged to describe the experience and actions of participants towards the quarantine: enjoyment of life, emotional
disturbance, hope, comparisons to others, social support, patriotism, making changes, and obedience. Further analysis suggested
that the mental state of participants was either positive or negative depending on enjoyment of life, loss, emotional disturbance,
and hope, and that these were impacted by intervening conditions (national measures, social support, patriotism), personal
strategies (exercising, studying, comparisons to others), and personal consequences (making change, obedience). Rather than
observing a linear pattern of negative outcomes, mental state was found to be variable in that positive outcomes were experienced
earlier in the quarantine (making connections with family), negative states were encounteredmidway through the quarantine (fear
of financial loss, anxiety), and more positive mental states (hope) emerged towards the end of the quarantine depending on
intervening conditions, personal strategies, and consequences. It can be concluded that the nature of the impact of mandatory
quarantine in China among small business owners and the self-employed is complex and depends on a variety of personal and
situational factors.
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Introduction

In December 2019 an unknown pneumonia-like viral illness
(later named COVID-19 and linked to the Novel Coronavirus)
appeared in Wuhan, Hubei Province, China (World Health
Organization, January 20, 2020). Since strong evidence sug-
gested that the Novel Coronavirus was highly contagious
through interpersonal contact (National Health Commission
of the People’s Republic of China, 2020), the city of Wuhan
was locked down on January 23rd, 2020. One thing that made

this virus so problematic was that, despite its high degree of
infectiousness, many did not show obvious symptoms. As a
result, it was spread rapidly by asymptomatic individuals
(Dimaschko et al., 2021). As a new virus, there was no avail-
able evidence at that time to direct policy or procedure, so it
appeared that the best course of action was to physically iso-
late people in order to curb the spread of infection. Swift and
decisive action was required at that time given that an estimat-
ed 5 million citizens of Wuhan had just previously departed
the city to visit their hometowns throughout China to celebrate
the Chinese New Year (Wang & Zhang, 2020). Therefore, it
was deemed necessary to take such draconian actions to halt
the rapid expansion and spread of this virus.

Due to the fact that so many had departed Wuhan and
Hubei province (the epicenter of the virus and disease) during
the holiday season, reports of infection from around China
began to emerge. As a result, authorities from all provinces
and administrative divisions of China launched the highest-
level response to this health emergency through a massive
lockdown of the country involving tens of millions of people,
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which is believed to be the largest quarantine in human history
at that time (Gunia, 2020; Huang, 2020; Zhang, 2020). Some
of the specific lockdown measures that were taken included
shutting down public transportation systems, restricting travel,
and closing supermarkets, stores, malls, fairs and any place
where crowds of people could congregate (Langton, 2020).
People were ordered to stay at home and were only allowed to
go out to shop for basic supplies once or twice a week with
permission. Those who were sick were advised to stay home
and leave only to visit a doctor. This measure prevented many
who had travelled to visit family during the Chinese NewYear
(which is considered the most important festival in China)
from returning to their own homes. Also, since this was a
break period in the education system prior to the start of a
new semester, education authorities made the decision to sus-
pend upcoming in-school classes and activities. As an alter-
native, virtual courses were given for students at all levels of
education to ensure they were maintaining their educational
training but were also protected from the Novel Coronavirus
(Huaxia, 2020). These shutdown actions also meant that near-
ly all places of business, including restaurants, grocery stores,
department stores, barber shops, clothing stores, pharmacies,
and open markets, were ordered to close. The exceptions were
a few stores that provided basic requirements, which were
allowed to open for a few hours a day to serve the need for
food, medicine, and other life necessities.

According to many experts, any form of physical isolation,
like quarantine and shelter-in-place, can effectively stop the
spread of an infection, and ultimately prevent further illness
and harm (Dailey & Kaplan, 2014; Usher et al., 2020). As
such, current evidence does suggest that these drastic mea-
sures of imposing travel bans and closing schools/businesses
successfully reduced the virus’ reproduction and transmission
(PTI, 2020). Similarly, the imposition of regulations regarding
face masks and social distancing when in pubic were also
shown to decrease the spread of the COVID-19 disease (Le
et al., 2020; Tran et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020a), highlight-
ing the positive health benefits of such efforts.

However, there are also demonstrable concerns over the
negative consequences of these actions. For example, a note-
worthy longitudinal study found high levels of depression,
anxiety, and stress outcomes in the early months of the
Coronavirus in China (Wang et al., 2020b; Wang et al.,
2020c) which had not significantly declined after four months.
Similarly, the prolonged isolation from lockdown measures is
believed to exaggerate psychological problems such as anxi-
ety, depression, and loneliness - especially for those who may
have preexisting vulnerability (Usher et al., 2020). One poten-
tial explanation for this is Strain Theory which posits that
competing or conflicting pressures in life create psychological
tension, which can build and eventually manifest as negative
psychological outcomes (Zhang, 2005). In particular, coping
strain (conflict from the inability to deal with life challenges or

difficulties) and aspiration strain (competition between an in-
dividual’s aspirations or goals and the realities of a given
situation) have been found to increase psychological distress
(Ren et al., 2018) and depression (Zhang et al., 2016). In this
context, the inability to cope with these sudden and dramatic
health and safety issues and the resulting forced lockdown, in
addition to difficulties in achieving the desired goal of work-
ing and providing for their families may have increased levels
of strain and ultimately incited psychological issues.

Previous research has specifically highlighted the negative
psychological consequences stemming from the economic
concerns following sudden unemployment and lost income
during forced lockdown, which can lead to marked levels of
elevated stress (Le et al., 2020; Tran et al., 2020). In this
respect, employment factors have been previously found to
distinctly increase coping and aspirations strains, leading to
increased depression and suicide in China (Liu et al., 2019;
Zhou et al., 2018). A recent report by Zhang et al. (2020)
noted that the widespread shutdown in China may have the
greatest economic impact on small business owners and the
self-employed. This may be because this group have a larger
personal investment in their financial situation, tend to have
less “cash-on-hand” to meet business expenses, are less able
to absorb inventory loss, and may not receive aid/assistance as
readily as larger businesses during the lockdown. Therefore,
the present manuscript is focused on the potential psycholog-
ical impact of the long-term home-quarantine in China on
small business owners and the self-employed.

Previous research on this process is limited, due to the fact
that quarantine and physical isolation are not common events
– particularly in this magnitude. Further, the research that has
examined the mental health or psychological impact related to
quarantine or physical isolation, has mainly focused on re-
spondents who were confirmed cases who had been exposed
to dangerous pathogens (Kim et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2018;
Maunder et al., 2003) or older individuals who live alone
(Gyasi et al., 2019). To date, little is known about the large
number of small business owners and the self-employed indi-
viduals who have been physically isolated at home while their
business has been forcibly shut down. As a result, the current
study aimed to investigate small business owners and self-
employed individuals, in order to examine their experiences
from the widespread mandatory quarantine measures in
China, and to explore possible negative psychological conse-
quences. The hypotheses of the current study were that 1) the
long-term home-quarantine will impose a psychological im-
pact on small business owners and the self-employed; 2) the
long-term home-quarantine will result in negative mental
states for these individuals.

The following sections of this manuscript will describe
how the sample was obtained and how the interview process
was structured/conducted. Next, the method and steps in-
volved in the qualitative analyses are explained. The
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categories extracted from this coding process are then de-
scribed, along with the paradigmatic model that emerged,
and the final central categories. Finally, these outcomes are
discussed, implications are drawn, and conclusions are
offered.

Method

A descriptive qualitative design was used for this study (see
Fig. 1) based on the following research questions:

RQ1: How did the participants feel during the quarantine
time in general?
RQ2: Did they experience social support from others
(family, friends, government) and how did they respond
to this support?
RQ3: How did they get along with their loved ones dur-
ing the lockdown?
RQ4: How did they react to COVID-19 and the situation
in Wuhan?
RQ5: Was their basic life situation altered during the
quarantine and, if so, how?
RQ6:What were their reactions to the forced shutdown of
their business?
RQ7: What were their plans for the future?

All study protocols were approved by the Research Ethics
Boards of Weifang Medical University. Sample inclusion
criteria were 1) small business owners or self-employed indi-
viduals with a business that was shut down during the quar-
antine period in China and 2) only individuals who were
completely physically isolated from outside contact except
going out for basic supplies occasionally during the first level
of emergency response period from January 31st to at least
March 7th.

Sample and Data Collection

Purposive sampling was conducted to obtain participants in
three cities in Shandong Province in China. Initially, potential

small and self-employed business owners were recommended
to the three Chinese authors by personal contacts. From that
list, a total of five participants were then obtained in each of
three different cities: Xintai City, Huantai City, and Weifang
City. However, the final sample included only 14 participants
because one business owner went on a business trip and can-
celled the interview in Huantai City. The remaining partici-
pants all provided informed consent ahead of the interview.
All participants were interviewed individually by the respec-
tive three authors in China who had made the initial contact.
During the interview, participants were asked to recall and
describe their experiences and how they felt during the isola-
tion period while their business was shut down. All interviews
lasted between 30 and 72 min, and were audiotaped for sub-
sequent verbatim transcription. The interviews took place
fromMay 1–15, 2020. Basic participant demographic charac-
teristics can be found in Table 1. Actual names of the partic-
ipants are not used for the sake of privacy.

Measurements

A semi-structured interview was employed, with both open
and closed ended questions. The closed ended questions in-
cluded descriptive characteristics (gender, age, occupation,
education, economic status, marital status, family atmo-
sphere). The open ended questions were constructed based
on Social Support Theory (Liu et al., 2008; Xiao, 1994) and
the 12-Item Grit Scale (Xie et al., 2017) which were used as a
guide for the interview. During the interview process, partic-
ipants were asked to describe their experiences and feelings
surrounding the quarantine, how others provided social sup-
port and their concerning responses, what they thought about
the shutdown of their business, how they reacted to COVID-
19 and the situation in Wuhan, their basic life situation during
the time of quarantine, and their thoughts and feelings about
their future.

Data Analyses

The transcriptions were imported into Nvivo11 Plus and ana-
lyzed based on Grounded Theory. From this data analysis, an
explanatory framework was created (Chen, 2000; Santos
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et al., 2018). The data analysis system was divided into three
stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. In the
first step, the data was read repeatedly, with a recurring com-
parison and conceptualization of each line to obtain 380
codes. The second step of axial coding was characterized by
induction-deduction, where the authors regrouped the 380
codes into 9 categories, and a basic paradigmatic model was
built to explain the responses. When the information was sat-
urated, the paradigm was refined in the third step. In this
selective coding process, broader and more abstract concepts
were drawn from the previous categories and subcategories,
forming a generalized explanatory model for the researched
topic.

Results

Out of 14 participants, 13 were interviewed face to face and
one was done via mobile phone. Participants’ quarantine time
ranged from one to two months. Participants were all married,
and their ages ranged from 30 to 63. There were 6 males and 8
females. Five had obtained a bachelor’s degree. Eight were
currently self-employed and that business was run by them-
selves, their spouse, or a sibling. Among this group, one re-
ported having to fire an employee due to the shutdown (travel
agency owner), one was previously poised to hire an employ-
ee but had to forego that due to the shutdown (bookstore
owner), and one had to fire employees but due to the owner’s
own reasons unrelated to COVDI-19 (beauty salon owner).

The analysis started with open coding, where three of the
authors collected data, then examined, compared, and

conceptualized it in stage 1. From that, 380 labels were created
that referred to the meaning of participants’ feelings, thoughts,
experiences, and actions that related to psychological experi-
ences from Data1. All the 380 labels were basically drawn out
of Nvivo11 based on the participants’ own language.
Subsequently, the 380 labels were roughly regrouped to 21
categories based on similar properties. Next, axial coding was
conducted, bringing the 21 categories together into 10 core
categories after thorough examinations with an inductive-
deductive approach. Open coding and axial coding were con-
ducted repeatedly to explore Data2, Data3, Data4, and Data5
until informationwas saturated and 9 core categories emerged.
During this further exploration, a new core category (hope)
was found and another three were merged into already existed
categories. The list of 380 labels is too long to be presented
here.

Core Categories

Category 1: Enjoyment of Life

When COVID-19 was reported in China, it happened during
the traditional Chinese New Year. This is usually the longest
vacation that small business owners and the self-employed get
to take during a year, representing a rare time of relaxation
with family. When the news of the lockdown first spread,
indicating that everyone had to stay at home instead of going
to work, participants described a feeling of being “comfort-
able” and that they could “enjoy this vacation”. “We were
supposed to take our children and parents to travel around
during this vacation…this epidemic stopped us…we just

Table 1 Basic demographics
information for participants
interviewed in the present study

Name Age Gender Marital
status

Education Business Quarantine
time (months)

Fu 32 Female Married University Clothing shop 2

Jian 35 Male Married Middle school Construction Materials shop 2

Jin 39 Female Married University Hardware wholesaling 1

Fan 47 Female Married Middle school Restaurant 2

Yu 44 Male Married High school Yoga gym 2

Cin 49 Male Married University Restaurant 2

Li 45 Female Married Primary school Barber shop 2

Nie 63 Male Married Middle school Photography store 2

Ying 30 Female Married University Tutorial school 2

Lyu 38 Female Married Junior college Travel agency 2

Yin 39 Male Married High school Restaurant 2

Jia 35 Female Married Middle school Small household electrical
appliances shop

2

Shu 41 Male Married University Book store 2

Mei 37 Female Married University Beauty salon 2

Names are changed for privacy reasons
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stayed at home and enjoyed this vacation” (Fu). At the begin-
ning, “we were rather comfortable because all of a sudden we
had no work…my husband and I (used to) have to work
around the clock…We were very happy when it was said this
vacation was extended” (Jin).

Contrary to female participants, some male participants
grew more accustomed to the lockdown as it progressed: “at
first I was always eager to go out…the two of us were busy
with this career…the three of us (the couple and their child)
rarely ate together…we ate together every day during that
time. I cooked whatever they’d like. It’s really warm and
sweet” (Yu). An owner had just come back from a conference
where a fellow attendee contracted COVID-19 soon after-
wards, which made him very upset. Fourteen days later, he
felt “relaxed”. “I used to have no time for my family…I ac-
companied my children, my wife…I even learned to cook for
them… such happiness, such pleasure I usually didn’t experi-
ence” (Jian).

It is normal for small business owners and the self-
employed to have a busy life so that they usually have little
time to spend with family, or to share experiences and feel-
ings. The lockdown gave them the chance to do so. Most of
them felt their bond with family getting closer than before and
they realized how precious it was. Fu and her husband were
college classmates but now her husband works in a different
city. Fu said, “I thought our relationship got better during this
time like back in college, we talked for a long time…this
epidemic helped to build our family better”. When talking
about happiness experienced with family, Jian stated, “I felt
like it helps close the distance between families…we came to
cherish each other more, cherish family, and cherish time
spent with kids”.

Category 2: Loss

Financial loss was unavoidable since businesses had been
totally shut down for more than two months. Due to the fact
that schools were still shut down in May in Shandong prov-
ince, Ying, a tutorial school owner said, “It’s May now, we
probably won’t have any income even ‘till June…we have to
pay for the rent, teachers’ salaries, and other fixed
expenses...we won’t have any income for about half a year.”
Jin reported, “We prepared a great deal of products before
New Year…which have an expiration date…we either made
discounts or just disposed of them…we lost about 1 million
(about $140,000)”. Lyu said, “after the epidemic, we didn’t
get a penny – instead severe loss”. They all suffered great
losses because of the shutdown, which included (depending
on the nature of their businesses) the loss of food that decayed
or had expired, still having to pay high rent and employees’
wages, the cancellation of previous product orders, or the loss
of future orders. However, at the same time, they were still
required to pay for their own loans and other personal

expenses despite a severe decrease in income, leading to es-
calating financial losses.

Category 3: Emotional Disturbance

Most of the Chinese population typically go back to work on
January 8th after a seven-day vacation. After January 16th (the
end of school winter break), home-quarantine was extended
which made people feel “stressful” and “anxious”. Fu report-
ed, “after January 16th, we started getting stressful…all my
winter goods are there (in the shop)…we were supposed to
expand our store this year. Anyways, I felt a little disconso-
late”. Fan, a restaurant boss said, “(I) was really depressed at
that time…we only spent money…without income...later, I
was worried that the goods prepared were about to rot away.
(I) was really anxious.” Lyu, the boss of a travel agency
complained, “We not only didn’t get benefits, but also suf-
fered great loss…all the burden of the family was getting
heavier than before…fairly heavy… (I) felt fairly awful”.
Jian said “The biggest pressure on me is the economic pres-
sure…I couldn’t fall asleep for several nights”.

When talking about COVID-19, “(I) was fearful…what if
the epidemic diffused…what if (my family and I) were
caught” (Fan). “Manager Tian (Jin’s husband) went to
Wuhan before the New Year…he felt nothing (there)…we
were fearful after he got back…police went to our home
once…we were very fearful” (Jin).

Category 4: Hope

Concerning future plans, “hope” became an attractive concept
in everyone’s conversations. “Everyday (I) was hoping, hop-
ing tomorrow or a week later…or someday when
Academician Zhong Nanshan would say ‘Ok (smile), it is ok
to go out, to open the business, the epidemic is over’…we
were hoping like this every day” (Jian). “At that time (I) was
just hoping…when would (we) go out? When could the gym
open? I…often watched if there were more people outside
through the window…I was hoping it would be over soon…
for …(I) really experienced the feeling of losing
freedom…”(Yu). “Now (I) was hoping the travel ban can be
lifted domestically…it might shed a light on my travel career”
(Lyu).

During that time, almost everyone was overwhelmed by
information about COVID-19, whether they deliberately
sought to learn it or not. “I was hoping the epidemic would
be over soon…I’m a Christian…anyway I felt very heavy-
hearted every day when (I) saw the fatalities increasing”
(Jian). “When (COVID-19) was difficult to control… (I)
was very anxious. Later when some measures were taken,
(I) thought there was much hope anyway” (Fan).
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Category 5: Comparisons to Others

It was understandable that our participants engaged in com-
parisons with others about how they felt confronting this for-
midable situation even if there were no questions specifically
included in the interview on this process. They either felt
“better” or more “upset” when they compared themselves to
others. Fu stated, “(I’m) a little upset. If I work in a public
institution (note by the authors: employees always get secure
salaries working for public institutions)…I wouldn’t have
been influenced to such extent, like my parents (retired from
a public primary school)…while I equivalently had no in-
come”. When compared to Wuhan residents, Fu became re-
laxed, saying, “Compared to Wuhan people, you can see how
well we were”. While Jian reported, “Compared to the lives of
the whole world, my thing is really not a big deal…economic
pressure is not as important as life.” Others compared the
current situation with past eras; for example, Jin said, “Most
people would probably lose lives when there was this kind of
plague at that time…this era is very good.”

When talking about money, different people had developed
unique attitudes during the time of home quarantine. Jin said,
“no matter how much money we have, I have a big wish, that
is we all keep safe and stay healthy…money is merely a
worldly possession.” While others started to spend less com-
pared to pre-COVID-19, “I talked to my husband, we couldn’t
be big spenders anymore…we should keep it down…what if
something happens…we must have money in hand…then we
will feel secure” (Fu).

Category 6: Social Support

During this tough time, many reported having a strong sense
of support from spouses, parents, siblings, friends, local gov-
ernment, or business partners in different forms. Fu said, “My
husband worried about me …paid more attention to me…I
would like to give myself a chance (to take bar examina-
tion)…my husband bought me books and said ‘try it’…he
gave me both moral support and economic support”. In addi-
tion to support from friends and fellow Christians, Jian report-
ed, “my wife and I stick together through thick and thin…she
comforted me…we read the Bible, prayed, practiced spiritu-
ality together … that encouraged me greatly”.

Parents were also a great support for many. Jin said, “my
parents-in-law said kind words for most of the time… (they)
tried their best to cook rich food, and attend to our emotions,
saying ‘…the priority is health…don’t take risks trying to
open the business’…this was positive encouragement that
made us feel peaceful”. As an only-child, Fu’s parents gave
her so much which even made her feel “guilty”. She stated, “it
seemed too much pressure and burden were put on my par-
ents…they gave me all the best, looked after children for us,

worried about me…helped me economically…(I) felt guilty
more or less”.

Three participants mentioned national support. Jin and
Ying actually received national subsidies of 5 or 6 months
for endorsement insurance that was originally paid by them
to their employees. Jin reported, “after the policywas released,
I was very satisfied…felt relieved.” However, some others
reported not feeling national support. Lyu said, “I only knew
that three forms of insurance were exempted for three
months…we don’t know how it would be implemented
yet…still such a mess”. Yu said, “To me, the government
didn’t bring anything”.

Category 7: Patriotism

Participants showed great patriotism during this disaster. They
extolled how “good” the nation was. Fu said, “this epidemic…
made sodality enhanced…the particularly good aspect was …
Yantai government provided public N95 masks…(only) charg-
ing ¥3.00…the government has been fairly good”. Jin stated,
“we’re in a good era, good government leaders…from our
point, we’re very proud of (China)”. Jian said, “President Xi
did prioritize the people’s health. Their control measures did
work”. Yu expressed, “I saw the government surely provided
free treatment for confirmed cases and free help for those quar-
antine people (not now – noted by authors)…I thought the
government did fairly well”. “You can see the country valued
this very much…it’s gonna be fine after a while…national pol-
icies were so good…(I) felt like much hope” (Fan).

Category 8: Making Change

During this long-term quarantine and business shutdown, ev-
eryone had time to contemplate and tried to make new plans for
the future. However, this was generally not the case prior to
January 16th, when there was no sign that the lockdown would
be lifted. “Especially (because of) the epidemic this year, we
started to change…to reduce our spending…one of the influ-
ences (of the epidemic) on us is money management…after
lunar January 16th, I started reading (for the bar examina-
tion)…the epidemic caused a sense of crisis in me…if you try
to figure it out, you will find new chances…I must have two
strings to a bow” (Fu). Fu repeated “try to figure it out (xiang
ban fa in Chinese)” 12 times and “change” 19 times during the
whole interview. She also admitted, “it’s probably because of
the stress of staying at home, (I) transformed it into reading…
what else to do to change except reading”. “We reflected during
that time…the way we did shopping through WeChat had an
impact on our traditional business…why don’t we put our prod-
ucts online?” (Jin). Fan recalled, “we thought about it at that
time…what if people get used to eating at home… (what if)
only a few people go to restaurants…we will have to work for
others…(or) try to stick gradually, reducing cost”.
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Participants practiced many ways to cheer up or to fulfil
themselves including reading, doing some exercises, calling
friends or posting online. Fu sometimes posted videos on
Douyin (Chinese version of Tiktok). She said, “sometimes I
posted some things that disturbed me…like (one night) at
11:00 PM after the kids went to bed …I started reading…
reading…then I posted on Douyin…what am I reading this
for?” Jin and her husband, Manager Tian kept learning during
the quarantine time. She stated, “When the kids were study-
ing…I did some reading …Manager Tian read management
books, he didn’t stop online courses either.” Jin talked about
her husband, “He joined a running group…he ran…about 1-2
hours every day…he was getting more peaceful”. The Yoga
gym boss Yu said, “Under this circumstance of not going
out…our whole family (started) practicing yoga…agitation
was relived through exercises”.

Category 9: Obedience

According to Yu, “We Chinese people are very obedient…
during this time, we all cooperated very well”. Fu said, “Be an
honest man (lao shi ren means a person who behaves well and
listens to the authority). Do whatever the country allows you
to do…when the country lets you out less, you don’t go. As
long as you listen to the country, it’s going to be fine.”When
talking about the impact on his business by COVID-19 and
the difficulties he faced, Jian sighed, “there was no way…if I
continued to be stuck at home, and it’s hard to handle it. There
was no way for it”. He repeated “there was no way” 6 times
altogether. Like Jian, when Fan recalled her predicament, she
used exactly the same expression “there was no way” 12
times. She said, “You see the restaurant couldn’t open.
There was no way, no way to run it. Surely confused…what’s
more, we dare not to go out. The point was we thought that
being at home was contributing (to the control of COVID-
19)…the slogan at that time was staying at home is also a
contribution…we had to wait ‘till we were allowed to go
out…threw those (rotten food) away. No way…very anxious,
they cost money; prices were high…but no way”. She later
continued, “Although you were upset, you had to accept it,
right? You shouldn’t go out to make trouble”.

Paradigmatic Model

An explanatory paradigm model was then formed (see Fig. 2)
by systematically ordering data, integrating structure and pro-
cess, and capturing the evolutionary dynamics ofmental state
phenomena (Santos et al., 2018). This model consisted of
components known as the “5 Cs”: context, causal conditions,
intervening conditions, strategies and consequences as sug-
gested by Strauss and Corbin (Chen, 2000; Santos et al.,
2018).

In this model we see that the context of COVID-19 caused
the forcible shutdown of business and quarantine conditions.
As a result, mental states progressed from enjoyment of life, to
perceptions of loss, to emotional disturbance, and then to
hope. These mental states were impacted by intervening con-
ditions (e.g. national measures, social support, and feelings of
patriotism), personal strategies to cope (e.g. exercising, study-
ing, social comparisons), and the consequences of evolving
mental states (e.g. to make changes and to be obedient).

Context

As mentioned previously, within a very short time frame, life
was dramatically transformed over the course of the holiday
and festival period in China due to COVID-19. The potential
for widespread chaos was seemingly suppressed by forcible
home quarantine. While some level of restored order could be
observed, on the surface this may have been the “tip of the
iceberg”. It still remains to be seen what types of conse-
quences are yet to be uncovered below this “iceberg”.

Causal Conditions

Above the iceberg, almost all businesses were shut down ex-
cept those basic supply stores and factories. People were or-
dered to stay at home and only allowed to go shopping once or
twice a week. Nearly half of China was locked down, which
was not lifted until March 8th when people had been physi-
cally isolated for more than two months.

Phenomena (Mental State)

Under the iceberg, due to the quarantine, people’s mental
states showed considerable variability. The lockdown oc-
curred simultaneously with the festival when most Chinese
people were on a rare vacation period, especially for those
who tend to work long and hard hours. For many of these
individuals, the initial stages of the quarantine in particular
provided some “break” from the normally busy life and some
were happy to have a longer vacation time with family to
enjoy life, particularly in areas like Shandong which was far
from the epicenter of the virus. It provided a time to connect
with family, build relationships and strengthen bonds which
was cherished by many. In contrast, this was also a time of
financial strain where many experienced lost income, expira-
tion of goods, and forfeiture of incoming/future orders in com-
bination with high personal expenditures, such as costly rent
and existing personal/business loans, which contributed to
psychological disturbances such as stress, anxiety, and fear.
However, the feeling of hope for the future provided a buffer
from these issues for many, as they looked expectantly to-
wards better times in the future.
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Intervening Conditions

In order to control COVID-19, the government took many
measures, like organizing medical staff from across the coun-
try in support of Wuhan and Hubei Province and took steps to
circulate information on prevention. Front-line workers also
stepped forward in providing continual care for those in need
across the country. In addition, an important intervening con-
dition that emerged in the present study was the experience of
social support from family and friends, such as video chats
with parents who usually lived alone and comfort from a
spouse. Another important intervening condition was the ex-
perience of patriotism, which is a well ingrained spirit among
Chinese people and deeply impacted the path of people’s
mental state.

Strategies to Cope

Interviewees adopted various ways to relieve the negative
consequences of the forced quarantine. The common solution
was to do exercises, such as running with friends, practicing
yoga with family, or dancing. Others took this as a time to find
new challenges, such as taking time to study. The most typical
way of coping, however, was through personal comparisons.
These included comparison with those at the epicenter, with
those who were less fortunate, and with others in different
locations or times that might be more adversely impacted by
COVID-19. This downward comparison served to leave many
feeling grateful and blessed. In particular, many came to a
point of buffering the negative psychological outcomes by
recognizing the relative value of health over financial loss.

Consequences

Effective coping strategies led people to relax, and prompted
many to try altering their current situation or to plan for future
change. Some studied, some pursued the possibility of another
career, and some examined new possible business strategies or
business models for the future.

Although they longed to open their business – particularly
given the financial struggles faced by these small and self-
employed business owners – many recognized that the best
way to avoid longer term consequences was to be obedient to
the plan. Even amidst the varying approaches to dealing with
the day-to-day struggles of the quarantine and forced shut-
down of their businesses, there was a strong sense among
many to yield to the social responsibility of staying at home
to confront the threat of COVID-19.

Central Category

In the selective coding, continuous comparison and analysis
of the data was performed to refine the previously defined
categories and subcategories, which led to the integration of
data in the identification of the central category as shown in
Fig. 3. As previously noted, there was some inconsistency in
mental states as a result of the home-quarantine, with some
showing more positive and some showing more negative out-
comes. Further, for many these states did appear to fluctuate –
sometimes gradually over time and sometimes more abruptly.
Nonetheless, the specific path depended on three main factors
including inner strength, a common obedient attitude, and
social support. More specifically, inner strength was

Causal Conditions

Businesses were shut down 

Physically isolated for months

Context

COVID-19 epidemic 

Massive forcible home-quarantine 

Strategies

Exercises

Studying

Comparisons to Others

Consequences 

To change

To be obedient

Intervening Conditions

National measures

Social support

Patriotism

Phenomenon 2

Loss 

Phenomenon3

Emotional Disturbance

Phenomenon 4

Hope 
Phenomenon 1

Enjoyment of Life

Mental State

Fig. 2 Pragmatic model linking
intervening conditions, strategies,
and consequences to mental states
following quarantine from
COVID-19
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demonstrated by the thoughts, actions, and orientation to-
wards change that manifest itself in an optimistic attitude to-
wards life at home, a resilience when confronting these diffi-
culties, personal efforts to make positive change, and a hope
for the future. In terms of support, with the exception of Fu
who mentioned the purchase of N95 masks from the local
government, nobody else mentioned national support as a
direct positive impact during the time of quarantine.
However, several did received insurance subsides from the
government that made them feel better after quarantine, and
the specific measures taken by the government to control
COVID-19 did appear to make most feel more secure. What
was evident, though, was that the principal support which
contributed to more positive mental states was support from
family members. Finally, there was a fairly common thread of
obedience that seemed to improve mental states. This was
manifest as a general attitude that this is a common and shared
quality among Chinese people that contributes to a feeling of
resilience, and endurance in adjusting to challenges and strug-
gles in life.

Discussion

The present study is unique in that the focus was on the psy-
chological impact of COVID-19 on small business owners
and the self-employed who would be particularly hard-hit by
the severe economic impact of the forced lock-down in China.
With respect to the first hypothesis, as expected it appears that
the long-term home-quarantine in China did have a psycho-
logical impact on this sample, but the nature of this impact was
not entirely in line with the second hypothesis in that there
appeared to be a tendency towards a more positive mental
state among many at early and latter stages of the quarantine.
This is another relatively unique contribution to the limited
existing research in that there has been little focus on potential

positive personal outcomes of the forced lockdown situation
due to COVID-19. On the surface this appears to contradict
other studies that have noted numerous negative conse-
quences related to COVID-19, including stress, depression,
irritability, insomnia, fear, confusion, anger, frustration, bore-
dom, and stigma associated with quarantine, some of which
were found to persist even after the quarantine was lifted
(Brooks et al., 2020). It should be noted, though, that the
participants in this study did suffer adverse outcomes but
those appeared to be most evident in the middle of the quar-
antine period when the lockdown was extended, but these
outcomes did not necessarily persist as many participants
seemed to show a return to a positive mental state. In the
end, this demonstrates that the impact of the lockdown is
complex and does not necessarily lead to a linear sequence
of negative consequences, which is an important implication
for research in this area.

Participants appeared to progress through three mean-
ingful phases that indicated an emotional evolution in line
with how COVID-19 was addressed and as the lockdown
developed over time. The first phase occurred at the be-
ginning when the new Coronavirus was initially introduced
and announced as a contagious disease. At this point many
would be in a positive mood as they were in the midst of
celebrating the most important Chinese holiday festival.
For our participants who are generally very busy in their
daily business routines, the news of the lockdown provided
a much-needed break and a chance to reconnect with fam-
ily which brought on a strong positive mental state. This
would be in line with the well-known Chinese philosophy
of “Shun Shi Er Wei” (“let nature take its course”) in that
small business owners and the self-employed looked to
take advantage of the adverse circumstances as they hap-
pened. Therefore, participants tended to enjoy life with
loved ones because the quarantine gave them this unique
opportunity.

The second phase emerged as the quarantine progressed
and significant concernsmaterialized amongmany small busi-
ness owners and the self-employed due to uncertainty about
their business and their future. As the shutdown progressed
there were many unexpected and unanticipated outcomes that
surfaced. For example, many products that had been prepared
for the New Year would go unsold or could expire, rents and
loans still needed to be paid despite a loss of income, and the
health-related dangers of COVID-19 continued to rise. This
led to many adverse consequences including anxiety, stress,
arousal, and fear. This was in addition to the rising concerns
over health risks associated with COVID-19. However, par-
ticipants showed resilience as they utilized various mecha-
nisms to cope. These included seeking social support (mainly
from family members), taking confidence in the national mea-
sures to control COVID-19, and making comparison to other
people and contexts.

Social support
Family support
National measures

Mental state
Positive Outcomes
Negative Outcomes

Common obedience

Inner strength
Resilience
Effort
Hope
Patriotism

Fig. 3 Factors influencing mental state during forced quarantine among
small business owners and the self-employed in China
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Social support can buffer stress, and anxiety, through the
sharing of information, by providing an opportunity to discuss
feelings and experiences, and by increasing the feeling of
being cared for. This outcome is in line with previous research
on Strain Theory, where social support has been shown to
buffer the impact of strain on subsequent psychological dis-
tress (Liu et al., 2019; Zhou et al., 2018). In a similar way, a
confidence that measures were being taken to control COVID-
19 could improve the longer-term outlook and give individ-
uals a sense that there is future hope. According toWang et al.
(2020b), the psychological impact of risks associated with the
pandemic can be dramatically reduced when people feel that
they are receiving current and accurate information about
COVID-19. Likewise, confidence in doctors can also repre-
sent protective factors for negative psychological outcomes
due to COVID-19 (Wang et al., 2020c). In turn, this can sub-
sequently increase adherence to personal protective factors,
such as wearing masks, engaging in hand hygiene, and dis-
tancing which can moderate psychological consequences such
as stress, anxiety, and depression (Rahman et al., 2021; Wang
et al., 2020a). Further, comparisons with others can buffer
negative emotional states by giving a sense of relative advan-
tage; for example, the idea that there are many in Wuhan who
were much more adversely affected, that many businesses
were hit harder, that some in different regions or different eras
did not have the same level of medical or technological
advances, and that some were even trapped far from their
homes and families during this crisis. Festinger (1954) sug-
gested that people have a strong tendency to evaluate them-
selves in comparison to others. In this case, through down-
ward comparisons (Kesici & Erdoğan, 2010), participants
may feel better knowing that comparatively they are better
off than many others. As a result, this process might buffer
against the negative psychological consequences during the
lockdown.

Another factor that appeared to lead to an improvement
in mental states was a sense of patriotism. This was seen
as a belief in the strength of China as a nation and its
ability to eventually control the spread of the virus.
They noted that the government had great resolve and
compassion for the people. Many were thankful that the
government paid for treatment of infected individuals and
noted how authoritative the government was in ordering
such a drastic measure to address the issues of COVID-
19. This is consistent with other research that noted lower
levels of anxiety and depression among those who felt
that early government interventions were crucial in mini-
mizing the spread of infection and eventual death rates
(Le et al., 2020). This may impart a sense that the gov-
ernment and the nation in general are concerned about
individual well-being. In interviews with COVID patients,
Hao et al. (2020) found more positive affect and attitudes
among those who perceived that the country, government,

and medical profession cared about them. In the present
study, there was a great expression of pride in being
Chinese – to the point where some even attempted to
volunteer to assist those impacted in Wuhan. In fact, one
participant even served as a front-line worker as a party
member. This patriotic expression is likely due to the fact
that this patriotic attitude runs consistently through the
education system from kindergarten through university.
Further, this is maintained after formal schooling through
Communist Party activities, the media, new technologies
and mass entertainment (Chai et al., 2020; Guo, 2019).
Acting on this patriotism (specifically to do things for
the betterment of China and the Chinese population) has
become the norm. Love for the country runs deep in
China, which may have led to increased positive psycho-
logical states such as faith, optimism, confidence, assur-
ance, grit, and security. These may have supplanted many
of the negative emotions that could have potentially
emerged. For example, one might fear what could happen
to their business, but the patriotic notion that China is
strong, they will survive these challenges, and will sup-
port its people, could potentially transition into a feeling
of confidence and hope for the future.

Along with a strong sense of patriotism, the Chinese also
show a desire for obedience which was important during the
early stages of the lockdown in particular. This has been ob-
served by prominent experts (Jiang, 2011; Smith & Li, 2010)
who note that the Chinese are a widely obedient group to
authorities. Participants in this study were resolute in their
obedience to the quarantine, even to the point of shutting
down their businesses despite immense personal costs. This
was not a mere act of compliance though, as there was an
expressed sentiment of wanting to stay accountable in helping
to reduce the personal and social threat, and to reduce the
potential spread of the virus as happened in other countries
in a similar context (Digiovanni et al., 2004; Toronto SUN,
2020). Andwhile this could still lead to a negativemental state
(particularly in the mid stages of the quarantine), participants
were nonetheless able to translate this to a more positive state
by making the best of the situation through connecting with
family, staying in shape and exercising, or studying. Being
obedient appeared to help participants gain more endurance
and inner strength to deal with this tough situation.

As time passed, participants showed grit and determination
in dealing with loss and adverse emotions, while holding on to
hope for future progress and change.When noting the Chinese
character Pan (hope), many smiled as their faces lit up. They
clearly looked forward to a time when they could return to
previous activities, to go out and move among the population
and to open their business once again. This character Pan
bears the expectation of future life, expressing good will for
terminating this unexpected and unwelcomed lockdown, and
resuming their journey of life.
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Limitations and Future Directions

This study was conducted nearly twomonths after the massive
home-quarantine was ended when almost all participants
reopened their business except Mr. Yu who owns a yoga
gym that was still suspended due to the lockdown regulations.
In some cases, this might impact the accuracy of recall of
events or experiences, while in other instances participants
might downplay emotions unintentionally since they were
now in a relatively “normal” condition. Therefore, true mental
states which existed during the lockdownmight not have been
fully revealed in this study. As such, future research may
benefit from examinations of psychological outcomes during
various periods of lockdown as they occur in a more longitu-
dinal manner.

It should also be noted that the participants in this study did
not reside in the epicenter or areas most strongly impacted by
COVID-19. In this respect, these participants did not have to
deal with the illness or the threat of illness to the same degree
as those in areas like Wuhan. Similarly, the lockdown would
not have lasted as long, so comparatively the threat to their
livelihood would not have been as severe. As a result, the
mental states of those in areas more dramatically impacted
by this threat may show a unique pattern, particularly in terms
of negative thoughts and feelings. The current outcomes,
nonetheless, should still apply to the large proportion of small
and self-employed business owners in China. Future research
could potentially look to draw comparisons of participants in
varying regions, including those with greater and lesser infec-
tion rates or lockdown durations, to understand potential sim-
ilarities and differences in mental states and coping strategies.

Another limitation concerned the conduct of Grounded
Theory. All participants were interviewed under the same
guide constructed beforehand, without following a longer-
term process that provides refinement to the guide after an
interview is analyzed. Rather, minor adjustments were con-
ducted after the former interview and not after analysis of the
former data. While this process was necessitated by the urgen-
cy of this naturally occurring catastrophic event, this might
have impacted the nature of the responses.

In terms of implications, the present findings highlight
the need for authorities (e.g. government, school boards,
doctors, employers) to provide early, accurate, and trust-
worthy information about events such as COVID-19,
which has been confirmed in previous research (Rahman
et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020c). Similarly, it emphasizes
the importance of providing a high degree of support at all
levels of a person’s life space including family, communi-
ty, organizations, the medical industry, and government.
These should not only impact positive mental state, but
also interactively with personal protective activities such
as distancing, use of masks, and sanitizing practices
(Rahman et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020a), which should

lead to more widespread physical and psychological health
improvements, and ultimately “hope” for the future.

Another implication is that there is a strong longer-term
need to pursue effective strategies for mental health services
to address and treat negative mental health consequences
during events such as the pandemic and subsequent
lockdown in China. One effective means of accomplishing
this could be through the use of telephone or virtual based
therapy approaches. Just as Antonopoulou et al. (2021) found
that the academic landscape has been changing in the face of
COVID-19, where digital skills in addition to good commu-
nication are crucial for good leadership, the same could be
argued in many ways for the mental health field. In this re-
spect, there is growing necessity and demand for the develop-
ment of digitally based therapeutic approaches. For example,
there is growing evidence that digitally based Cognitive
Behavior Therapy can be a low-cost and effective means of
treatment, in particular for COVID-19 patients (Ho et al.,
2020; Ho et al., 2020; Li et al., 2020; Zhang & Ho, 2020).
As such, the development and promotion of this type of ther-
apy could exponentially improve mental well-being during
harsh conditions of lockdown when travel may be tightly re-
stricted and threat of spread of infection is great.

Conclusions

The present study showed that the impact of the long-term
home-quarantine on small business owners and self-
employed participants is complex and depends on a number
of situational and individual factors. As expected, there were
noteworthy negative consequences to the forced lockdown –
economic and psychological issues that the scientific commu-
nity should continue to investigate for the health and safety of
everyone. But the present findings also highlight the human
capacity to cope in seemingly terrible conditions in that, some-
what unexpectedly, positive mental states emerged at various
points from these negative circumstances. Specifically, mental
states were found to fluctuate across the duration of the quar-
antine, which varied from relaxation at the beginning to fear
and anxiousness in the middle, mixed with resolution to
change and hope for the future towards the end. An important
factor that impacted the initial positive mental state were a
welcomed opportunity to relax and spend time with family
to reconnect. During the middle stage, stress, fear, and anxiety
over lost business and revenue led to a rise of negative mental
states. However, patriotism, obedience, social support, inner
strength, and hope for the future led to a return of a positive
psychological state towards the conclusion of the quarantine.
In this respect, the scientific community should continue to
pursue evaluations of the factors that buffer or mitigate nega-
tive mental states, such as social support, confidence in med-
ical information, a sense of belonging, and future hope.
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