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Abstract
The present study aimed to examine the relationship and prediction of cognitive 
appraisal and coping with Stress and Fear contracting COVID-19 among the work-
ing population of Pakistan. Cross-sectional research design was employed. The data 
was collected from 980 participants of almost 39 different professions using the pur-
posive sampling technique. Stress Appraisal Measure (Peacock et al., in Stress Med 
6:227–236, 1990, http:// www. drpau lwong. com/ wp- conte nt/ uploa ds/ 2018/ 03/ Stress- 
Appra isal- Measu re- SAM- Peaco ck- Wong- 1990- Paper. pdf). Brief COPE Inventory 
(Caver, in Int J Behav Med 4:92–100, 1997), and Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen 
et  al., in J Health Soc Behav 24:385–396, 1983) were used to measure cognitive 
appraisal, coping, and stress, respectively. Fear was measured by using Fear con-
tracting COVID-19 questionnaire (Ali et  al., in J Pakistan Soc Int Med 2(2):140–
144, 2021). Age, education, and previously attended stress management training 
were significantly positively correlated with stress and fear. Females were more 
stressed and fearful than males. Average time spent on social media was signifi-
cantly positively correlated with stress. Participants, who were employed, had fam-
ily members of the older age group above 50 years and had family members with 
the history of biological diseases were more fearful. Results of hierarchical mul-
tiple regression analyses showed that threat, centrality, stressfulness appraisal, and 
avoidant emotional coping significantly positively predicted stress, whereas control-
self appraisal and active emotional coping significantly negatively predicted stress. 
Moreover, threat, challenge, centrality, stressfulness appraisal, and problem-focused 
coping significantly positively predicted fear contracting COVID-19, whereas con-
trol-self appraisal and active emotional coping significantly negatively predicted fear 
contracting COVID-19 after controlling for covariates. This study will address the 
administrative authorities and government institutions to provide first-aid mental 
health services for emergencies, epidemics, or pandemics in the future.
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Introduction

The widely spread Covid-19 is a contagious respiratory disease, and the effects 
of the virus vary from person to person. Normal individuals usually experience 
mild to moderate symptoms of respiratory disturbance and recover after taking 
precautionary measures. The best way to prevent this disease is by washing hands 
or frequently sanitizing, covering the face while coughing or sneezing, maintain-
ing the distance of 1  m from the person who is coughing or sneezing, staying 
at home, and practicing social distance by limiting unnecessary outdoor travels 
and meetings (World Health Organization WHO, 2020). On January 31st, 2020, 
World Health Organization (WHO) declared the novel Covid-19 Pneumonia of 
China as a Public Health Emergency of International Concern (Qui, et al., 2020). 
And on March 11, 2020, Covid-19 is declared a pandemic by WHO because of 
more than 118,000 cases of Covid-19 in more than 110 countries and territories 
worldwide and continued risk of global spread (Ducharme, 2020). To control this 
widely spread pandemic of Covid-19, WHO recommended social distancing to all 
the sufferers. So, almost all countries around the world implicated lockdown for 
practicing social distance (WHO, 2020).

Lockdown is defined as a situation in which people are not permitted to enter or 
leave their houses or an area freely because of any emergency situation by Cam-
bridge Dictionary (‘’Lockdown’’, 2020). It was observed that schools have been 
imposing safety actions for decades in the form of locking down their systems to 
prevent and prepare for the threats. According to a recent Washington Post article, a 
total of 4.1 million children and youth, including students and teachers, experienced 
lockdowns during 2017—2018 in the United States according to a recent report of 
Washington Post article. Lockdowns can be considered helpful in critical emer-
gencies and can protect people from life threats. However, they may cause stress, 
anxiety, frustration, fatigue, and post-traumatic symptoms, particularly in teachers 
(National Association of School Psychologists NASP, 2018).

In Pakistan, a country-wide lockdown has been announced from 23rd March 
2020 till 11th August 2020 to scrub the widely spread Covid-19 pandemic. This 
lockdown is applied to all private and government institutions, including schools, 
colleges, universities, banks, trading markets, construction companies, business 
communities, transportation services, garments shops, and shopping malls except 
pharmacy, grocery, and eatables’ shops (Anadolu, 2020). This lockdown laid a great 
negative impact on mental health and caused great stress and fear among all those 
professionals who were self-employed or working on daily wages, including teach-
ers, professors, mental health workers, emergency workforces, etc. (Khatak, 2020).

Stress is defined as the mental press and tension and could be external from the 
outside environment or caused by internal perceptions of the individuals. During 
the lockdown condition of COVID-19, individuals are experiencing both types 
of stress that result in anxiety, worry, depressive symptoms, fear, and tension. 
Mostly, all working populations are suffering as they are more vulnerable to men-
tal health problems due to work-related stress and stress of the COVID-19 pan-
demic (Babore et al., 2020).
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Along with stress, another common response towards the COVID-19 pandemic is 
seen as fear of contracting this infection. Fear is the most common and known way 
of people’s reaction towards infectious outbreaks in which individuals react in their 
subjective ways (Usher et al., 2020). The people’s perception of COVID-19 as a fear 
factor was assessed from 96 participants of 11 different countries, and the results 
revealed that people perceived the COVID-19 pandemic in three different ways; as 
a virus never seen before (31.3%), biological weapon (29.2%) and as God’s punish-
ment and Devil’s tactics (19.8%) causing medium to a high level of fear among 77% 
of the participants (Egunjobi, 2020). Mertens et al. (2020) reported intolerance of 
uncertainty, worry, concern for personal health, the risk for family, and media expo-
sure as predictors of fear during the outbreak of COVID-19.

A study framework was conceptualized for the present study based on previous 
literature and Lazarus and Folkman (1987)’s proposed model of stress and coping. 
According to Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) theory of cognitive appraisal and cop-
ing, the individual’s response to any stressor is processed through two cognitive 
appraisals (primary and secondary appraisal), resulting in the selection of coping 
strategies by the individual to deal with the stressor. Cognitive appraisal plays an 
important role in people’s perception during stressful situations (Fig. 1). Research 
study on the Chinese public revealed that three cognitive appraisals of public’s 
knowledge, perceived severity, and perceived controllability of COVID-19 were dif-
ferentially related to negative and positive emotions, behavioral reactions of sub-
stance use, aggression, phone use, sleep problems, social participation, and precau-
tionary behavior (Li et al., 2020).

COVID-19
Pandemic

(Environmental 
Stressor)

Primary Cognitive 
Appraisal

Threat
Challenge
Centrality

Perceived Stress

Secondary Cognitive 
Appraisal

Control by self
Control by Others
Uncontrollable
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Active emotional 
coping
Avoidant emotional 
coping
Problem focused
coping

Psychological
Disturbance
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Disturbance

•
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•
•
•

•
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•

•

Fig. 1  Conceptualized research framework. Source: Author’s estimation
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According to the transactional model of stress and coping, coping is a pro-
cess involving cognitive and behavioral responses used by the individual in reac-
tion to the internal/external stressor that is perceived to exceed their resources. 
Coping responses lie under two categories, i.e., Emotion-focused coping and 
Problem-focused coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987). The research study assess-
ing the coping strategies used by the medical health professionals handling 
the patients of COVID-19 and those working in non-COVID-19 departments 
revealed that positive appraisal and planning were frequently used coping strate-
gies used by the participants (Man et al., 2020). Shanahan et al. (2020) revealed 
coping strategies were maintaining a daily routine and positive reappraisal to 
reduce stress among young adults during COVID-19.

With the onset of Covid-19 in Pakistan, doctors, nurses, paramedical staff, 
and psychologists are experiencing physical, emotional, and psychological 
stress, including a high risk of infection, inadequate safety equipment, frus-
tration, homesick and mental health problems. The continuous exposure to a 
stressed environment has been exerting great mental pressure, distress, anxi-
ety, fear, panic attacks, sleep problems, depressive symptoms, irritability, and 
interpersonal relationship problems among healthcare professionals. The mental 
pressure of being stigmatized and discriminated against has increased drastically 
when a health care professional is suddenly affected with Covid-19 (Zheng, 
2020).

The past literature suggests that teaching professionals experiencing lock-
down feel more stressed, feared, and overwhelmed than other workers and pro-
fessionals. A research finding suggested by the National foundation of educa-
tional research revealed that one out of five teachers reported being tensed and 
stressed compared to one out of eight workers in similar professions. Moreover, 
the study also suggested that working for extra weeks of the year intends to have 
higher stress levels and poor work-life balance (Busby, 2019).

Bankers are also facing occupational stress and burnout worldwide, especially 
in Pakistan’s banking sector. It is revealed from a research study that banking 
employees are experiencing job worries, working hours, and workload as sig-
nificant stressors. These stressors resulted in burnout symptoms of fatigue, head-
ache, and disturbed sleep among the bankers (Khattak et al., 2011).

Literature provides knowledge about stress and coping responses used by the 
mental health professionals and general public during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
However, less is known about the working population. As per researcher’s 
knowledge, there is dearth of research on association of cognitive appraisal and 
coping with stress and fear due to COVID-19 pandemic in working population. 
No available studies directly addressed the relationship of these variables in 
Pakistan. So, this study aimed to examine the association of cognitive appraisal 
and coping with Stress and Fear of contracting COVID-19 in the working popu-
lation of Pakistan. It will help address the general public’s emotional and psy-
chological problems. It will direct the public policymakers to prepare first aid 
mental health treatments for emergencies, epidemics, or pandemics in the future.
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Hypothesis

• Cognitive appraisal and coping are likely to be associated with stress and fear 
contracting COVID-19

• Cognitive appraisal and coping are likely to predict stress and fear after control-
ling for covariates

Method

A cross-sectional research design was used in the present study. A sample size of 
980 working employees such as teachers, engineers, managers, doctors, bank-
ers, accountants, business people, lawyers, civil servants, government employees 
were collected through the purposive sampling technique. Out of 980 participants 
(Mage = 29.64, SD = 8.11), 69.2% were females. Among those, the majority were 
educated (Medu = 16  years, SD = 1.97), single (49.8%), employed (80.7%), and 
belonged to the nuclear family system (53.4%). People doing any job, full time or 
part-time job, government or private job, or self-employed were included in the 
study. Students who were unemployed and unemployed people or housewives were 
excluded. People with diagnosed psychiatric illnesses were also excluded.

Measures

Stress Appraisal Measure (SAM; Peacock & Wong, 1990)

Stress Appraisal Measure was used to assess the cognitive stress appraisal of 
COVID situation being the anticipatory stressor. It comprised of 28 items with 5 
points Likert scale (from not at all to extremely). It consists of 7 subscales: threat, 
challenge, centrality, control by self, control by others, uncontrollability, and stress-
fulness. Reliability of the subscales of cognitive appraisal ranged from 0.70 to 0.86 
(Durak & Senol-Durak, 2013).

Brief COPE Inventory (Brief Cope; Caver, 1997)

The Brief COPE Inventory is a multidimensional coping inventory used to assess 
a broad range of people’s coping responses to stress (Carver, 1997). It consists of 
28 items which are scored on a four-point Likert scale. It comprises 14 subscales, 
having two items in each subscale (Carver, 1997). Based on the conceptual and 
empirical literature, the 14-subscales were grouped into emotion-focused coping and 
problem-focused coping. Emotion-focused coping is divided into active emotional 
coping and avoidant emotional coping. Three coping strategies are active emotional 
coping (includes venting, positive reframing, humor, acceptance, and emotional sup-
port strategies), avoidant emotional coping (includes self-distraction, denial, behav-
ioral disengagement, self-blame, and substance use), and problem-focused coping 
(includes planning, instrumental support, active coping and religion) (Alhurani 



 A. Ali et al.

1 3

et al., 2018) were used in the present study. Cronbach alpha for the brief COPE in 
the present study was found to be 0.86.

Perceived Stress Scale (PSS; Cohen et al., 1983)

It was used to measure the perceived stress of the COVID-19 situation. It consists of 
10 items with a 5 Likert scale (from never to very often). There is reverse scoring 
of few items of PSS. Individual scores on PSS can range from 0 to 40, with higher 
scores indicating higher perceived stress. The reliability coefficient in the present 
study was 0.88.

Fear Contracting COVID‑19 Questionnaire (FCCQ; Ali et al., 2021)

An indigenous questionnaire of fear of COVID-19 was used to measure the intensity 
of fear experienced by people. It was comprised of 4 items which were scored on 5 
points Likert scale (from never to always). The participants were asked to rate how 
much fear they experience because of COVID-19. The total score is obtained by 
summing up all the items; the greater the score, the greater the fear. Cronbach alpha 
of the scale in the present study was found to be 0.81.

Demographic Questionnaire

This questionnaire was designed to obtain basic information regarding participants’ 
age, gender, education, marital status, employment status, family system, accommo-
dation, the main source of information about COVID-19, and average time spent on 
TV news related to COVID-19, etc.

Procedure

Data was collected through the web from April 2020 to July 2020 after the approval 
from Institutional Review Board. The online form was sent to different working peo-
ple through social media (Facebook, Whats app, messenger, etc.), and they were 
requested to fill the form and forward it to other people. Written informed con-
sent was taken from the participants as an ethical responsibility. Participants were 
debriefed about the nature of the research, their role in the study and informed about 
the research purpose with a paragraph at the start of the Google form. The email 
address was also given to ask any questions related to the research question. Par-
ticipants were assured about the confidentiality of their responses and their identity. 
It was made clear that the information was used only for education and research 
purposes. After that, the participants were asked to fill out a demographic form and 
all the questionnaires. 25.0 version of SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) 
was used for descriptive statistics and related analysis.
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Table 1  Sociodemographic 
and COVID-19 related 
characteristics of employees

N = 980
a Reflects the number and percentage of participants answering yes to 
this question

Characteristics n %

Gender
Male 302 30.8
Female 678 69.2
Education
Matric 13 1.3
Intermediate 48 4.9
Bachelors 232 23.7
Masters 421 43.0
M. Phil 238 24.3
Ph D 28 2.9
Marital status
Single 488 49.8
Married 477 48.7
Separated 4 0.4
Divorced 7 0.7
Widowed 4 0.4
Employment
Employed 791 80.7
Self-employed 189 19.3
Family system
Nuclear 523 53.4
Joint 457 46.6
Accommodation
Own 723 73.8
Rental 257 26.2
Main source of information about COVID-19
Whatsapp 165 16.8
Facebook 117 11.9
TV news 543 55.4
Twitter 30 3.1
Scientific papers 69 7.0
e-newspapers 56 5.7
Family members of older age group above 50 years a 815 83.2
Family members having a history of the biological 

disease (like heart disease, diabetes, pneumonia, 
asthma, hepatitis, etc. a

624 63.7

Previously attended any stress management training a 180 18.4
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Results

Table  1 shows COVID-19 related characteristics of participants. The majority 
of the participants (55.4%) reported that the main source of information about 
COVID-19 was TV news. The average time spent on social media on COVID-19 
related articles/news was approximately 1 h per day. Eighty-three percent of the 
participants have family members of older age group above 50 years, and 63.7% 
reported having a history of biological diseases. Only 18.4% of the participants 
had previously attended any stress management training.

Table 2 shows the correlation of cognitive appraisal, coping, stress, and fear 
contracting COVID-19 among working employees. It was found that all cogni-
tive appraisal scales were significantly positively correlated with active emo-
tional coping and problem-focused coping. It was also found that all cognitive 
appraisal scales other than control-self were significantly positively correlated 
with avoidant emotional coping. It was also found that all primary appraisal 
scales, uncontrollable appraisal, and all three coping strategies were signifi-
cantly positively correlated with perceived stress and fear. In contrast, control-
self and control others appraisal were significantly negatively correlated with 
perceived stress and fear of contracting COVID-19 (see Table 2).

Table 3 shows the correlation of demographic variables with stress and fear 
contracting COVID-19. Results showed that age was significantly negatively 
correlated with perceived stress and fear, which means that as age increases, 
stress and fear of COVID-19 decreases. Gender was significantly positively 
correlated with perceived stress and fear, indicating that females were more 
stressed and fearful of COVID-19 than males. Education was significantly nega-
tively correlated with perceived stress and fear, which means that as education 
increases, stress and fear of COVID-19 decreases. Average time spent on social 
media was significantly positively correlated with stress which means that as 
time spent on social media on COVID-19 related articles/news increases, stress 
was also increased. Family members of the older age group were significantly 
negatively correlated with fear, which means that participants who have fam-
ily members of older age group above 50 years were more fearful of contract-
ing COVID-19 than participants who didn’t have. Family members’ history of 
biological diseases (like heart disease, diabetes, pneumonia, asthma, hepatitis, 
etc.) was significantly negatively correlated with fear. Participants whose family 
members have history of biological diseases were more fearful than those who 
didn’t. Stress management training was significantly positively correlated with 
stress and fear of contracting COVID-19, which depicts that participants who 
didn’t previously attend any stress management training were more stressed and 
fearful of COVID-19 than those who previously attended it (see Table 3).

Table 4 shows the results of Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis (Enter 
Method). It was found that threat, centrality, stressfulness appraisal, and avoid-
ant emotional coping significantly positively predicted stress, whereas control-
self appraisal and active emotional coping significantly negatively predicted 
stress after controlling for covariates.
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For Fear contracting COVID-19, results showed that threat, challenge, cen-
trality, stressfulness appraisal, and problem-focused coping significantly posi-
tively predicted fear contracting COVID-19. In contrast, control-self appraisal 
and avoidant emotional coping significantly negatively predicted fear contract-
ing COVID-19 after controlling for covariates (see Table 4 for values of stand-
ardized beta, ∆R2,  R2).

Discussion

It was hypothesized that cognitive appraisal and coping are likely to predict stress 
after controlling for covariates. This hypothesis was partially supported. Results 
revealed that threat, centrality, and stressfulness appraisal, as well as avoidant emo-
tional coping, were significant positive predictors of Stress in the working popula-
tion during lockdown of COVID-19. This finding of the present study can be related 
to Babore et al. (2020), whose study revealed that lower positive attitudes towards 
stress and avoiding coping strategies were predicted higher levels of distress among 
healthcare professionals during the COVID-19 outbreak. Another research study 
revealed that health professionals’ escape avoidance coping strategy is related to 
stress and burnout among mental health workers (Thornton, 1992). Moreover, the 
general public started avoiding and limited their participation in COVID-19 related 
events to reduce their stress (Li et al., 2020). Concerning to threat, centrality, and 
stressfulness appraisal being the positive predictors of Stress of COVID-19 among 
the participants, this is the new finding in the present study as per the researcher’s 
knowledge; almost all previous documented data did not provide any informa-
tion regarding the subscales of cognitive appraisal as predictors for Stress during 
COVID-19 pandemic. But some studies reported that the Chinese public knowledge, 
perceived severity, and controllability of COVID-19 were those three cognitive 
appraisals related to emotional and behavioral reactions, social participation, and 
precautionary behaviors differently (Li et al., 2020).

Results also revealed that control-self appraisal and active emotional coping were 
significant negative predictors for Stress. These findings of the present study were 
supported with the cognitive-phenomenological theory by Lazarus and Folkamn 
(1986) that suggests two critical processes of cognitive appraisal and coping are the 
important mediators in stressful person-environment relations. During the cognitive 
appraisal, an individual evaluates the significance of the stressor/environment using 
two types of appraisals. Primary appraisal decides the importance of the environ-
ment/stressor for the individual as stressful or irrelevant. If the stressor is stressful, 
then secondary appraisal becomes functional, and the individual tries their best to 
cope with the stressful situation by using coping mechanisms that reduce stress and 
disturbing emotions. The present study findings are also supported by many research 
studies in which it was reported that cognitive appraisal has a significant role in 
determining coping strategies opted by the individual to deal with their disturbing 
emotions of stress, discomfort, constraint, tension (Dewe, 1991) and burnout, work-
stress among mental health workers (Thornton,  1992). Furthermore, the literature 
does not provide any documented research regarding the predictive relationship of 
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control- self appraisal with stress regarding the COVID-19 pandemic. However, the 
primary and secondary appraisal proved to be a significant predictor for tension and 
stress in stressful work encounters (Dewe, 1991).

In the present study, active emotional coping (includes venting, positive refram-
ing, humor, acceptance, and emotional support strategies) was found to be the nega-
tive predictor of stress. Humor in emergency work situations can help the workers 
adjust to difficult, demanding and empowering situations, increase social work com-
munication, and helps in cognitive reframing and social support (Moran & Massam, 
1997). Furthermore, using humor in social situations can help gain social support 
that reduces the effects of distress (Moran & Hughes, 2006). Moreover, the general 
public actively engaging in precautionary behaviors related to COVID-19 to deal 
with their distressing behavioral and emotional reactions (Li et  al., 2020). Shana-
han et al. (2020) conducted a research study to assess the emotional distress among 
young adults during COVID-19. The revealed coping strategies were maintaining a 
daily routine and positive reappraisal to reduce stress. As far as the coping mecha-
nisms and stress are concerned related to COVID-19, the literature suggests many 
types of research in this aspect, but most of them are related to health professionals, 
as Man et al. (2020) and Babore et al. (2020) assessed the coping strategies and high 
level of stress among the health care professionals after the 1st month of COVID-19 
outbreak.

Moreover, active emotional coping (positive reappraisal) was frequently used by 
health care professionals than in the general population. Another study conducted 
by Chew et al. (2020) identified common themes of fear, depression, stigmatization, 
stress symptoms, and a greater sense of empowerment and compassion in the nar-
rative synthesis of 18 studies related to infectious diseases outbreak of Ebola epi-
demic and H1N1outbreak. Emotion-focused coping strategies of positive appraisal 
and seeking social support were also identified.

It was also hypothesized that cognitive appraisal and coping predict fear contract-
ing COVID-19 after controlling for covariates. This hypothesis was partially sup-
ported. The present study found that threat, challenge, centrality, and stressfulness 
appraisal positively predicted Fear contracting COVID-19 among the participants. 
Literature supports the predictors of fear as in an online study conducted in March 
2020, during the outbreak of COVID-19, intolerance of uncertainty, worry, concern 
for personal health, the risk for family, and media exposure were revealed as pre-
dictors of fear (Mertens et  al., 2020). Furthermore, the public’s perception of the 
COVID-19 pandemic as a fear factor in participants of 11 countries revealed that 
COVID-19 caused medium to a high level of fear in 77% of the participants as they 
perceived the COVID-19 pandemic as a virus never seen before, biological weapon 
and as God’s punishment and Devil’s tactics (Egunjobi, 2020). However, the in-
depth analysis of subscales of cognitive appraisal and coping construct related to 
stress and fear of contracting COVID-19 has not been studied yet, which is the new 
addition in the literature that needs to be further explored.

Results also revealed that problem-focused coping was a significant positive pre-
dictor of fear contracting COVID-19 among the participants. According to Lazarus 
and Folkman (1984), problem-focused coping manages the stressor by altering the 
distressing stimulus or environment.
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It was also found in the present study that control-self appraisal and avoid-
ant emotional coping were significant negative predictors for Fear contracting 
Covid-19 among the participants. Control by self aims to identify and investi-
gate the possible resources to deal with the stressor as described by Lazarus and 
Folkman (1984). In the present study, avoidant emotional coping was a negative 
predictor of fear contracting COVID-19 among the participants. This finding was 
related to the research study conducted by Margetic et al. (2021), in which avoid-
ant emotional coping was revealed as a significant predictor of emotional distress 
and fear.

The statistical analysis on demographic variables also provided important and 
interesting findings that helped understand the participants’ characteristics and 
their effects on Fear and Stress.

The present study results revealed that females experienced more fear than 
males during the lockdown condition of COVID-19. Linked with the present 
research findings, females experienced significantly greater fear than men in a 
research conducted on the Cuban population to compare fear of COVID-19 
between genders (Broche-Pérez et al., 2020). Furthermore, another research con-
ducted on American adults to investigate social vulnerabilities for fear revealed 
supporting the finding. Females were revealed as the most vulnerable respond-
ents for experiencing fear, and a significant bivariate relationship was found 
between socially vulnerable respondents and fear (Filtzpatrick et al., 2020). Due 
to increased fear of contracting COVID-19, people have started exhibiting inap-
propriate social behaviors such as being paranoid and buying and stocking unnec-
essary households (Roy et al., 2020).

Stress is another important psychological implication of the Covid-19 lockdown 
that is studied in this study. Results revealed greater levels of stress in females 
than in male participants. This finding is supported by another research conducted 
to assess the statistics of gender differences related to stress in Canada. 30.5% of 
female participants reported higher stress levels during the Covid-19 pandemic 
and 24.0% males in comparison because females felt more burden of unpaid family 
work, i.e., household chores such as laundry, cleaning, and taking care of their chil-
dren than their male partner (Moyser, 2020).

Exposure to social media related to COVID-19 news alerts during lockdown 
affected the mental health of individuals (Holman et al., 2014). The present study 
results suggested, as the average time spent on social media increases, the stress in 
the participants also increases. It correlates with the findings of Roy et al. (2020), 
who inferred that exposure to social media during COVID-19 lockdown also caused 
distress among the individuals. Almost half of the participants (44.7%) in their 
research study reported feelings of distress due to print media exposure and use of 
electronic media related to COVID-19 pandemic alerts and news updates about pre-
cautions and preventive measures.

Another important finding of this study is that participants whose family mem-
bers were of older age group (e.g., above 50 years) were more fearful than those 
whose family members were of a younger age group. This concerning behav-
ior for loved ones and family members was also reported in the research study 
conducted by Mertens et  al. (2020) in which personal concern of risk for their 
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grandparents was found to be a significant predictor of fear of coronavirus pan-
demic. Moreover, the risk for loved ones was revealed as one of the four pre-
dictors for fear of contracting COVID-19. Furthermore, the Ministry of Health 
Services Regulations and Coordination by the government of Pakistan (NHSRC-
GOP, 2020) also issued some additional instructions for caregivers, attendants, or 
family members of older individuals to ensure extra care, strong infection preven-
tion measures, checking the health status regularly and monitoring their medicine 
intake for prevention of COVID-19 infection. Because of all these measures, the 
caregivers or family members of the elderly became more conscious and fearful 
of contracting Covid-19 infection.

The present study inferred that participants having family members with a his-
tory of the biological disease (heart disease, diabetes, pneumonia, asthma, hepa-
titis etc.) reported themselves more fearful than others who have family mem-
bers with no history of biological disease. This finding is in accordance with the 
United Nations (2020) Report in which older individuals are described as the 
most vulnerable for the risk of COVID-19 infection, particularly those having a 
chronic illness such as diabetes, heart diseases, and hypertension, etc. therefore, 
this can be a reason for the participant’s fear of contracting COVID-19 for their 
family members.

An important factor in this study is that participants who previously attended any 
stress management training were less stressed and fearful of contracting COVID-
19 compared to those who didn’t attend. It is a new finding in this research as pre-
viously documented research data didn’t provide any information regarding this 
aspect, especially in Asian culture during the lockdown condition of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Concerning this finding, WHO (2020) provided an Illustrated Guide on 
its web page that includes audio files including instructions and techniques to deal 
with the stress during the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, mindfulness-based stress 
reduction training was proved to be very helpful in reducing stress, fear, and nega-
tive health consequences, as suggested by Sharma and Rush (2014) in a systematic 
review.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The present research highlighted the predicting relationship of subscales of cogni-
tive appraisals and coping for Stress and Fear of contracting COVID-19 that will 
help community health workers, psychologists, and counselors deal with the pan-
demic sufferers. Moreover, the present research targeted the working people from 
different professions that will help the administrative bodies and government author-
ities to take reformative steps in their institutions to improve the psychological well-
being of their employees.

The results revealed stress and fear of contracting COVID-19 among the partici-
pants, which needs to be treated by mental health professionals by analyzing the 
revealed coping strategies of active emotional, avoidant emotional, and problem-
focused strategies. The present study results emphasize the need to raise awareness 
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and up-gradation of our E-Government activities that will help address the general 
public’s emotional and psychological problems. There is a crucial need to activate 
telehealth services in Pakistan to address the people’s apprehensions, fears, stress, 
and other psychological problems, as most of our developed countries have started 
providing community health services to the rural and urban population. It directs the 
public policymakers to prepare first aid mental health treatments for emergencies, 
epidemics, or pandemics in the future.

Limitations

This study is a cross-sectional study; therefore, it is difficult to accurately interpret 
the causal relationship among these variables of the COVID-19 outbreak. Therefore, 
additional longitudinal studies are needed in this context. The data was collected 
during a short time, keeping in mind the rapid impact of COVID-19 on participants’ 
coping behaviors and how they reacted to this stressor. It may be debated that the 
coping patterns and public reactions towards this outbreak may alter with time and 
with the possible treatment of COVID-19. The present study mainly focused on 
assessing public responses during COVID-19 but could not address the impact of 
government policies that might affect participants’ responses. Therefore, the partici-
pants’ responses could be better understood by assessing the efficacy of administra-
tive measures taken by the government during COVID-19.
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