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Abstract  
 
The involvement of parents in the lives of children is of paramount importance. Parents’ 
responsibility of ensuring the wellbeing of children should be taken into cognisance. Of late, some 
parents find themselves parenting from a distance as they leave in pursuit of employment. As a 
result, these parents experienced different challenges. The problem is that most researchers tend 
to focus on challenges experienced by children and leave out those experienced by parents. 
Hence, this paper aimed at synthesizing existing literature on the psychological challenges of 
distant parenting on mothers. In doing so, the researchers used a scoping review. The 
documents, which were used in the study, were purposively sampled from ScienceDirect and 
Google Scholar. From the literature, the researchers found that parents experienced stress and 
guilt as a result of leaving their children behind. Some of the parents experienced loss of 
connection with their children due to the distance and were stigmatized in the 
community/societies. It can be concluded that long-distance parenting remains high with severe 
implications for the lives of parents. The researchers recommend a phenomenological study on 
the lived experiences of fathers providing care to their distant children. 
 
Keywords: Stress, Emotional Disconnection, Scoping Review, Mothers, Psychological 
Challenges 
 

 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The separation of parents and their children is a global issue and South Africa is not an exception. 
Although migration is apparent in single individuals, Ambrosini (2015) signposted that in countries 
such as Italy and Southern Europe, parents abandon their children with other family members to 
stay at another place. In addition, Srivastava and de Guzman (2017) aver parents leave their 
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children with grandparents as a distribution of childcare and for grandparents to teach them vital 
social and emotional behaviours. Although that is the case, these parents do not overrule the 
importance of being physically present for their children. In corroboration, Puspitasari et al. (2021) 
reiterated that family is important in providing psychological, emotional, social, and physical 
support to its members. This suggests that the role played by the family system is important to 
the day-to-day functioning of its members. Thus, parents need to remain present in their children’s 
lives and vice versa.  

Parents’ decision to leave behind their children is influenced by various factors. To begin 
with, Srivastava and de Guzman (2017) highlighted that leaving children at home owes to the 
cultural motivations of parents. In a study conducted on Indian immigrants, it was revealed that 
parents sent their children home to be raised in a context that is consistent with the parent's beliefs 
of child-rearing and family (Amos, 2013; Srivastava & de Guzman, 2017). For example, parents 
send their children home because they believe that the attention offered by relatives such as 
grandparents is more sufficient than that offered by daycare services. On the other hand, 
Puspitasari et al. (2021) underscored that other parents leave their children home because of 
economic, career and educational reasons. These researchers emphasize that although 
circumstances force these parents to stay far from their children, they are still compelled to 
continue playing their roles as parents.  

Amid navigating the difficulties of parenthood, Rantho and Matlakala (2021) provided that 
parents find themselves being swamped with a plethora of psychological, social and emotional 
challenges. Furthermore, Seepamore (2016) postulated that long-distance set the relationship 
between parents and children in danger because parents fail to reprimand their children from a 
distance. This does not only affect parents and children but also the community at large as social 
ills such as violence emanate due to the separation. With that said, the researcher undertook the 
study to unearth mainly the challenges that are faced by parents who are staying far from their 
children. In doing so, the researchers primarily looked at the secondary data drawn from the 
ScienceDirect and Google Scholar databases. The design was chosen as researchers wanted to 
find the gaps and open doors for future research.  

 
2. Problem statement 
 
There is a continuous increase in parents who are rearing their children from a distance. Non-
residential parenting can negatively affect the relationship between parents and children (Foley, 
2020). Non-residential parent is a parent who resides in the same city or another city but not in 
the same house with their children (Kartch, 2013). Researchers in this study have noted with keen 
interest the dearth of information on the challenges faced by parents raising their children from a 
distance. This is supported by Van der Walt (2018) who stated that research on parenting focuses 
on mothers as sole carers because they are more emotionally attached to their children than 
fathers. Although that is the case, fathers suffer from emotional and social stigma when separated 
from their children. Earlier, Pieterse (2009) blamed the exclusion of fathers in research on cultural 
background. To Pieterse (2009), culture expects mothers to nurture their children hence they are 
an easy target for psychological distress posed by long-distance parenting. Moreover, Ercan and 
Uçar (2021) revealed that females define themselves in the context of relationships, they are 
susceptible to losing their self-concept and identity when they lose their relationships. In other 
words, when women are separated from their children, they can lose how they see and define 
themselves, which leads them to attract judgment from society. This is due to the societal 
perception that women should be primary providers for children. In a study conducted in the US 
by Glass et al. (2021), it was established that mothers were seen as the breadwinners or primary 
providers for children. Thus, this paper was aimed at synthesizing existing literature on the 
psychological challenges of distant parenting on mothers. 
 
3. Methods 
 
The researchers adopted a scoping review to describe the psychological challenges of distant 
parenting. A scoping review is seen as a review that ‘aims to map rapidly the key concepts 
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underpinning a research area and the main sources and types of evidence available and can be 
undertaken as stand-alone projects in their own right, especially where an area is complex or has 
not been reviewed comprehensively before’ (Mays et al. 2001, p. 194). The researchers opted for 
a scoping review because the issue of distant parenting is a new phenomenon for mothers. 
Arksey and O’Malley (2005) proposed a framework that consists of five stages; namely, (1) 
identifying the research question, (2) identifying the relevant studies, (3) study selection, (4) data 
charting, and (5) summarizing data. According to Arksey and O’Malley (2005), the framework is 
applicable when conducting the scoping review and, in this paper, the researcher combines the 
data charting step with summarizing data.  
 
3.1. Identifying the research question 
 
To develop a research question, Muka et al. (2020) advise researchers to draw down the research 
aim of the study. If the research aim is not clear, then the research question will not be offering 
researchers an opportunity to build the search strategy. In this study, the study aim was to unearth 
the psychological challenges faced by distant parents. Based on the aforesaid aim, Muka et al. 
(2009) further advise that a good research question is formulated when the researcher uses either 
PICOS (Population, Intervention, Comparisons, Outcome), PEO (Population, Exposure, 
Outcome), or SPIDER (Sample, Phenomenon of Interest, Design, Evaluation, Research type) 
which are defined by the research analysis type. Because this was a narrative descriptive 
analysis, researchers used PEO (Population, Exposure, Outcome) to develop the question (see 
Table 1). The research question was, what are the psychological challenges faced by distant 
parents? 
 

Table 1. PEO framework 
 
 

 
3.2. Identifying the relevant studies 
 
The researchers relied on ScienceDirect and Google Scholar to identify the relevant articles. The 
search engine were customized with the year search from 2012 to 2022, developed inclusion and 
exclusion criteria and used keywords used to search the database. The inclusion criteria were 
articles published in journals, articles which were published between 2012-2022 as the authors 
were looking for latest data on the phenomenon. Moreover, researchers’ inclusion criteria also 
included grey literature in terms of conference proceedings, books and book chapters. As for the 
exclusion, all articles which were not published in peer-reviewed journals were omitted to ensure 
the credibility of the data and so were the review papers. Lastly, the keywords were: "distant 
parent" or "parenting from distance" and "psychological challenges" or "psychological effects" and 
"mothers". Researchers did not specify which research approach or the country of publish as they 
wanted to get a wider range. 
 
3.3. Study selection  
 
Apart from the above-mentioned study inclusion and exclusion criteria, the researchers had to 
ensure that they select relevant articles in the study. To do so, researchers used the PRISMA 
(see figure 1 attached) to sample articles which were going to be part of the study. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

P – Population  E – Exposure O – Outcome 

Mothers Distant parenting Psychological challenges 
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Figure 1. Flow chart of study selection 
Source: Liberati et al. (2009) 

 
3.4. Charting and summarizing the data 
 
The researchers relied on the data charting to extract the selected data from the PRISMA for 
scoping review (see Table 1). The data charting looked at the author of the article, year, topic, 
research methodology and the main findings. To clearly summarize the collected data, the 
researcher closely looked at the main findings to develop themes of this paper. The data was 
then analyzed thematically using inductive content analysis. 
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Table 2. Data charting 

Source Title Methodology Findings 

Jensen (2012) 

Do labour market 
opportunities affect young 
women's work and family 
decisions? Experimental 
evidence from India 

Qualitative 

• The researcher found that women want to 
work more, push their careers and have 
fewer children 

• The economic opportunities pull women 
to join labor force; 

Kariuki (2014) 

The impact of long 
distance marriage on the 
family: A study of families 
with spouses abroad in 
Kiambu county  

Qualitative 

• Children were emotionally depressed due 
to the absence of one parent; 

• Due to the absence of one parent, the 
family experience financial handicaps; 

• The study found that some partners were 
not ready to be left alone 

  

Lavee (2016) 

The neoliberal mom: How 
a discursive coalition 
shapes low-income 
mothers’ labor market 
participation 

Qualitative 

• Mothers in the study linked labor force to 
positive motherhood; 

• The participation of mothers in labor is to 
ensure that children do not experience 
poverty; 

• The participation of women in labor force 
to guard against symbolic poverty does 
cause a conflict with other maternal 
obligations; 

• Being committed to their work, women 
are often seen as neglectful mothers 
 

Louie & 
Cromer (2014) 

Parent–child attachment 
during the deployment 
cycle: Impact on 
reintegration parenting 
stress. 

Mixed 
methods 

• The study found that time demand from 
military base place enormous pressure 
on families which have young children; 

• Parents do not discuss their deployment 
issue as they believe that their children 
are too young to understand; 

• Parents maintain their communication 
with their children using modes such as 
Skypes; and 

• Majority of the participants encountered 
stress and conflicts with their spouses on 
parenting duties. 

Meyers & 
Rugunanan 
(2020) 

Mobile-mediated mothering 
from a distance: A case 
study of Somali mothers in 
Port Elizabeth, South 
Africa 

Qualitative 

• The study found that mothers experience 
feelings of guilty when they consider that 
they had to migrate and leave their 
children behind; 

• Although they left their children behind, 
migrant mothers also shared their 
affection for their children and do 
maintain contact; 

• Migrant mothers take on the 
responsibilities of breadwinners when 
they get opportunities in the host country 

• Migrant mothers leave their country of 
origin for the survival of their family; 

• Migrant mothers leave their children with 
caretakers in order to ease their guilt 
conscious when in the host country;  

• Most of the migrant parents made use of 
technology in order to deal with their 
emotions when they miss their children. 
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Table 2. Continued 

 
4. Findings 
 
The researchers have noted that some parents experience the feeling of stress, shame and guilt 
when they leave their children in pursue of opportunities in another area (Lavee, 2016; Louie and 
Cromer, 2014; Meyers and Rugunanan, 2020; Pineros-Leano et al. 2021). For these parents to 
feel a lot better and ease their guilt, it has been discovered that mothers prefer leaving their 
children with their grandparents as they do not trust day cares (Srivastava & de Guzman, 2017; 
Meyers and Rugunanan, 2020). Even though, parents leave their children for opportunities in 
other areas, they still show affection and love for their children. It has been apparent that mothers 
parenting from distance make use of technology in order to keep contact with their children (Louie 
and Cromer, 2014). It is unfortunate that other parents, due to the demand of their work, they 
even fail to contact their children (Louie and Cromer, 2014; Srivastava & de Guzman, 2017) as a 
result end up getting into conflict with their spouses (Kariuki, 2014; Louie and Cromer, 2014; 
Lavee, 2016).  

The situation is also exacerbated by the remarks from the community or society. It has 
emerged that when parents battle the psychological stress of leaving their children behind, the 
society does not come to their rescue. Instead, the society see parents who are committed to 
their work as being neglectful mothers (Lavee, 2016). This has led to some parents deciding to 
have fewer children so that they could focus on their careers (Jensen, 2012). This is due to the 
fact that some mothers are more concerned about the wellbeing of their children and ensuring 
that their families do not experience symbolic poverty. On that score, to access opportunities in 
other areas, some parents do distant parenting due to financial handicaps (Jensen, 2012; Kariuki, 
2014; Meyers and Rugunanan, 2020). 
  
5. Discussion  
 
In this section, researchers discuss the themes that emerged from the literature with the aid of 
the selected study theory. This section will present the following themes, distorted mental health, 
loss of connection and toxic parental behavior. 

Pineros-Leano 
et al. (2021) 

Depressive symptoms and 
emotional distress of 
transnational mothers: a 
scoping review. 

Qualitative 

• There is a scarcity of recent literature on 
the transactional motherhood especially 
on the issue of mental health and 
emotional disress; 

• Mother experience psychological 
challenges when separated with their 
children; 

• Most of mothers live their children with 
their grandparent in their country of origin 
 

Srivastava & 
de Guzman 
(2017) 

‘Why I Sent My Child Away’ 
Culturally Structured 
Motivations for Long-
distance Parenting. 

Qualitative 

• Parents have a busy schedule wherein 
they are focusing on their demanding jobs 
and hardly have time for their children 

• Other parents express their safety 
concern in as for as placing their children 
in day cares; 

• Parents prefers leaving their children with 
their grandparents as compared to leaving 
them in day cares; 

• Some parents prefer leaving their children 
in their country of origin so that they could 
learn their own language and not the 
language of the host country 
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5.1. Distorted mental health 
 
Mental health problems among parents who stay and work far from their children is an issue of 
concern. Although there is a dearth of information focusing on family relationships from the 
perspective of parents, it is worth noting that parents experience turmoil amidst the separation 
from their children. To Bassey (2018), it is not common to witness parents in rural areas leaving 
their children in the care of their grandparents in pursuit of labor in other provinces. The authors 
do not dispute that parents are in dire need of money to be able to provide for their children.  

Other authors are appraising the mental health of children whose parents left them for 
months in the quest to find employment. In accentuating those mental challenges suffered by 
children, Meyers and Rugunanan (2020) and Pineros-Leano et al. (2021) established that the 
distance between parents and their children leads parents to depression and anxiety as they long 
for physical interaction with their children. This resonates with the chosen framework as it shows 
that parents who were insecurely attached in their childhood risk having insecurely attached 
children as compared to those who were securely attached. Due to the instability or inability to 
create a secure relationship with their parent, Steinberg et al. (2011) stated that when reaching 
the adolescent stage, those children will fail to establish intimate relationships. 
 
5.2. Loss of connection  
 
The notion of parenting entails the philanthropically character of providing love and care to 
children. To Seepamore (2016), parents are obligated to provide support, warmth, and protection 
to their children. In other words, parents must connect with their children and raise them in an 
environment that offers good social support. The findings of this study reveal that separation of 
parents and children impairs the bonding capability and leads to an unstable relationship. This is 
in line with the study theory that the environment that children grow up in determines their 
character as adults. Furthermore, Rosli (2014), Behere et al. (2017) and Lionetti et al. (2022) 
reiterated that childhood studies unearthed the importance of the first five years of a child’s life 
wherein it was found that unsupportive environmental conditions affect the cognitive, behavioral 
and social development of children.  

In connection to the above paragraph, Handron (2017) agreed that the absence of parents 
during their teenage years’ makes it difficult for children to vent and share their problems with 
parents at the same time impairs parental ability to reprimand their children. As a result, the 
number of uncivilized teenagers increases leading to social ills such as crime and teenage 
pregnancy. It can be deduced that when parents are staying far from their children, they fail to 
connect or communicate with their children and become emotionally detached. 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
The fact that parents need to be involved in their children’s life cannot be disputed. Due to the 
underlying factors such as poverty and/or lack of employment in one’s own area have seen the 
involvement of the parent in their children’s life distant. This article has shown that although 
parents leave their children to look for employment, they experience some psychological 
challenges. Of course, it cannot be debated further that long-distance parenting remains high with 
a severe implication in the lives of parents.  

The majority of the consulted studies perused in this paper were focusing on the impact of 
long-distance on children and alienating those of the parents. In this paper, the authors found that 
parents are also at risk of suffering from various problems such as mental disorders and loss of 
connection with their kids. Moreover, the researchers have also noted that when attempting to 
understand parental challenges, most researchers use the mother’s lens instead of both. Thus, 
for future studies, the researchers recommend a phenomenological study on the lived 
experiences of fathers proving care to their distant children.  
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The study was limited to one database, ScienceDirect as other databases that is, Sabinet, 
Scopus, PsychArticles, PsychINFO and African Journal Online were not able to provide results 
using the identified keywords.  
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