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Abstract
This paper aims to establish an initial basis for discussion about the possible impacts of social distancing policies resulting from 
the COVID-19 pandemic on the social skills and social competence of individuals and groups and their likely consequences, 
considering the knowledge available in the theoretical-practical field of Social Skills (SS) and empirical research on the impact 
of the pandemic on mental health indicators. The relations between social distancing, social skills, and social competence were 
addressed, as well as the implications of this new context on the coexistence values shared between individuals, groups, and 
nations. Due to the scarcity of empirical studies on the subject, until the present date, this theoretical discussion intended to 
raise conceptual and research questions that can be addressed to future studies in the area.
Keywords: social skills training; social competence; COVID-19; social isolation; mental health.

Resumo
Distanciamento social na pandemia de COVID-19: apontamentos para possíveis impactos nas habilidades sociais de indivíduos 
e populações.  Este artigo tem por objetivo estabelecer uma base inicial de discussão a respeito dos possíveis impactos das 
políticas de distanciamento social decorrentes da pandemia de COVID-19 sobre as habilidades sociais e a competência social 
de indivíduos e grupos e seus desdobramentos prováveis, considerando o conhecimento disponível no campo teórico-prático 
das Habilidades Sociais (HS) e as pesquisas empíricas sobre o impacto da pandemia em indicadores de saúde mental. Foram 
abordadas as relações entre o distanciamento social, as habilidades sociais e a competência social, bem como discutidas as 
implicações desse novo contexto sobre os valores de convivência partilhados entre indivíduos, grupos e nações. Em virtude 
da escassez de estudos empíricos sobre a temática, até a presente data, essa discussão teórica pretendeu levantar questões 
conceituais e de pesquisa que podem ser endereçadas a estudos futuros na área.
Palavras-chave: treinamento de habilidades sociais; competência social; COVID-19; isolamento social; saúde mental.

Resumen
Distanciamiento social en la pandemia de COVID-19: notas para posibles impactos en las habilidades sociales de individuos y 
poblaciones. Este artículo tiene como objetivo establecer una base inicial para la discusión sobre los posibles impactos de las 
políticas de distanciamiento social como resultado de la pandemia de COVID-19 sobre las habilidades sociales y la competencia 
social de individuos y grupos y sus posibles consecuencias, considerando el conocimiento disponible en el campo teórico-práctico 
de las Habilidades Sociales (HS) y la investigación empírica sobre el impacto de la pandemia en los indicadores de salud mental. 
Se abordaron las relaciones entre distanciamiento social, habilidades sociales y competencia social, así como las implicaciones 
de este nuevo contexto sobre los valores de convivencia compartidos entre individuos, grupos y naciones. Debido a la escasez de 
estudios empíricos sobre el tema, hasta la fecha actual, con esta discusión teórica se pretende plantear cuestiones conceptuales 
y de investigación que puedan ser abordadas en futuros estudios en el área.
Palabras-clave: entrenamiento en habilidades sociales; competencia social; COVID-19; aislamiento social; salud mental.
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The psychological effects on mental health indi-
cators resulting from the pandemic caused by the new 
coronavirus (COVID-19) have received the attention of 
researchers from different countries (Rajkumar, 2020). 
Despite some differences in terms of public health poli-
cies to deal with the pandemic, many countries have 
adopted measures of social distancing trying to con-
tain the number of infected individuals and mitigate its 
effects on general health indicators, according to the 
recommendations of the World Health Organization  
WHO (Bao, Sun, Meng, Shi & Lu, 2020). According to 
Wilder-Smith and Freedman (2020), social distancing 
is a type of intervention to control infectious diseases, 
applied to a community as a whole, with the aim of 
reducing social interactions and commuting. This dis-
tance includes, for example, canceling public events, 
closing schools, and implementing new educational 
modalities (remote and mediated by distance techno-
logy), and working at home (Wilder-Smith & Freedman, 
2020).

The psychological problems commonly referred 
to in the literature during this pandemic (in particular, 
stress, depression, and anxiety, according to the lite-
rature that will be shown below) are strongly associa-
ted with the extent and quality of interpersonal rela-
tionships and, therefore, can be aggravated by social 
distancing. On the other hand, there is still no data 
available on the development of cooperation, solida-
rity, and empathy skills, which have been highlighted 
in the media and which may change during the pande-
mic. In any case, there is still no extensive dissemination 
of research results on the impacts of social distancing, 
particularly on the social skills of individuals and popu-
lations, possibly because it is a recent phenomenon. 
These questions are relevant to research in the theore-
tical and practical field of Social Skills (SS), considered 
in this study.

This paper had the general objective of esta-
blishing an initial basis for discussion about the possible 
impacts of the social distancing policies resulting from 
the COVID-19 pandemic on the social skills and social 
competence of individuals and groups and their likely 
consequences, considering the available knowledge 
in the theoretical-practical field of SS. A description of 
empirical studies that assessed the initial impact of the 
pandemic and measures of social distancing on men-
tal health indicators in different countries was carried 
out, followed by a theoretical analysis of the possible 
repercussions of these events on social skills, social 

competence, and coexistence values. Due to the scar-
city of empirical studies on the subject, to date, the 
objective has also been to raise conceptual and research 
questions that can be addressed to future studies in the 
field of SS.

Impacts of the pandemic and social 
distancing on mental health

Empirical studies carried out in the first months 
of 2020 in countries in Asia, Europe, Africa, and the 
Americas demonstrated the initial impacts of the pande-
mic on mental health indicators such as stress, depres-
sion, and anxiety, even in a short time. To compose this 
section, a search was carried out on the Google Scholar 
platform, in May 2020, using the following descriptors: 
pandemic, COVID-19, and mental health. In addition, 
other publications were retrieved from the references 
listed in the studies found. Only studies published in the 
format of peer-reviewed papers, published in the year 
2020, that specifically addressed the COVID-19 pande-
mic were included. Studies made available on preprint 
servers such as medRxiv and PsyArXiv were excluded, 
which, despite presenting mental health indicators 
associated with COVID-19 in different countries, had 
not yet been peer-reviewed. Following that, examples 
of studies carried out in different countries are shown. 
Nevertheless, it is important to emphasize that, due to 
the speed of scientific production in the health area 
during the pandemic, greater evidence related to men-
tal health indicators will certainly be available in jour-
nals in a short period of time and may complement the 
results here described.

In China, in a study that assessed the immediate 
response of the general population to the emergence of 
COVID-19 (Wang et al., 2020a), it was found that 53.8% 
of the participants assessed the psychological impact 
of the outbreak as moderate or severe, 16.5% repor-
ted moderate to severe depressive symptoms, 28.8% 
moderate to severe anxiety symptoms, and 8.1% had 
moderate to severe stress levels. A subsequent study 
with the Chinese population, using a longitudinal design 
(Wang et al., 2020b), showed that there was a reduction 
in the levels of stress, depression, and anxiety when 
comparing two assessments along the local COVID-19 
epidemic.

Contrary to the Chinese study, in Spain (Basque 
Autonomous Community), increases in the levels 
of depression, anxiety and stress were found in the 
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population after the national state of alert was trigge-
red, ordering people to stay at home (Ozamiz-Etxebarria, 
Dosil-Santamaria, Picaza-Gorrochategui, & Idoiaga-
Mondragon, 2020). Comparing data from the two cou-
ntries, severe and extremely severe levels of stress, 
anxiety, and depression were lower in the Spanish sam-
ple than in the Chinese population (Ozamiz-Etxebarria 
et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020b). Still in China, a study 
carried out with children after the national order for 
the closure of schools (Xie et al., 2020) showed that 
students had higher rates of depression and anxiety 
compared to other surveys previously conducted in the 
country.

In a survey conducted with the general popula-
tion in Italy, in the initial stage of the COVID-19 pan-
demic (Moccia et al., 2020), most participants did not 
report a propensity to distress, assessed using the 
Kessler 10 Psychological Distress Scale (K10). However, 
it was shown that the variables types of temperament 
and attachment styles acted as risk or protective factors 
for the worsening of the severity of the reported symp-
toms. A comparative epidemiological study carried out 
with participants from Egypt and Saudi Arabia (Arnout 
et al., 2020) indicated a high prevalence of psychological 
problems in individuals in the general population after 
the appearance of COVID-19, although no significant 
differences were identified between the two countries.

An online survey conducted in the United States 
(Nelson et al., 2020) showed that approximately 70% of 
the respondents reported high levels of concern about 
the possibility of being infected with the new corona-
virus. In India, in a survey conducted with the general 
population (Roy et al., 2020), 82% of participants repor-
ted being concerned about the pandemic, 72% reported 
concern for themselves and those close to them, and 
approximately 40% reported having paranoid thoughts 
about being infected with the new coronavirus, among 
other factors assessed.

A study with the general population in Denmark 
(Sønderskov, Dinesen, Santini, & Østergaard, 2020) 
showed that psychological well-being was negatively 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, with greater losses 
for women compared to men. Suicide cases, possibly 
associated with the emergence and consequences of 
COVID-19, have also been reported in different coun-
tries such as Japan (Shigemura, Ursano, Morganstein, 
Kurosawa, & Benedek, 2020), India (Goyal, Chauhan, 
Chhikara, Gupta, & Singh, 2020) and Bangladesh 
(Mamun & Griffiths, 2020). With regard specifically to 

health professionals, it should be noted that the sys-
tematic review and meta-analysis carried out by Pappa 
et al. (2020) pointed out that a high proportion of these 
professionals had significant levels of anxiety, depres-
sion, and insomnia during the pandemic.

In addition to these studies, the development 
and validation of instruments aimed at assessing fear 
and stress associated with COVID-19, involving samples 
from the United States and Canada (Taylor et al., 2020), 
Iran (Ahorsu et al., 2020), Italy (Soraci et al., 2020), 
Saudi Arabia (Alyami, Henning, Krägeloh, & Alyami, 
2020), Bangladesh (Sakib et al., 2020), and Turkey 
(Satici, Gocet-Tekin, Deniz, & Satici, 2020).

Considering the studies described above as a 
basis, it can be assumed that different intensities of 
implementation of social distancing policies have dif-
ferent impacts on mental health indicators, as well as 
on the characteristics of the behavioral repertoire of 
each population or individual. In addition, beyond the 
methodological differences in the studies reviewed, 
the weight of cultural factors on mental health indica-
tors in samples from different countries should not be 
disregarded.

There is ample evidence that social skills are rela-
ted to more favorable rates of mental health and social 
adjustment, and their promotion is considered essen-
tial in many intervention programs for populations with 
specific mental disorders and with special educational 
needs (Barreto, Freitas, & Del Prette, 2011; Freitas & 
Del Prette, 2013; Matson, 2017; Olivares-Olivares, Ortiz-
González, & Olivares, 2019; Silva, Freitas, & Pollo, 2019). 
However, in the case of events related to natural disas-
ters, wars, armed conflicts, and epidemics, such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic, there is little empirical evidence 
in the psychological literature on the impacts of these 
events on the repertoire of social skills of individuals 
and populations.

It is reasonable to assume this impact consi-
dering that social skills are learned and maintained 
through social interactions and that these, at least face-
-to-face interactions, are necessarily limited during the 
pandemic. In a review of the Brazilian literature on the 
Psychology of Disasters (Braga, Martins-Silva, Avelar, 
Tristão, & Netto, 2018), most of the studies found were 
theoretical and not empirical, none of which directly 
focused on the basic concepts related to the field of 
SS. It is also noted the lack of data regarding the role 
of interventions based on Social Skills Training (SST) on 
mental health indicators after the occurrence of extreme 
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events, even in studies of countries that have already 
developed interventions after incidents involving hurri-
canes (Brymer et al. 2019), acid rains (Sugiyama et al., 
2020), wars, and armed conflicts (Bosqui & Marshould, 
2018).

These complex social and interpersonal situa-
tions demand research from various areas of know-
ledge such as Psychology, Anthropology, and Sociology. 
In Psychology, the theoretical, practical, and empirical 
field of SS (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2017) could also con-
tribute, considering the multicentric and transcultural 
studies already available (Craig, DeRosier, & Watanabe, 
2015; Del Prette et al., 2004; Farver, Kim, & Lee, 1995; 
Morán, García, & Hormazabal, 2018) and which are 
applicable to these situations that raise several theore-
tical and empirical questions.

Social skills in the context of social 
distancing

Social skills are the object of a field of know-
ledge in Psychology, focused on the study, assessment, 
and intervention on social behaviors that favor inter-
personal relationships (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2019; 
Gresham, 2017). Social skills are different classes of 
behaviors, learned and improved throughout life, con-
tributing to social competence and the quality of inter-
personal relationships (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2017). 
These skills are acquired through different learning 
processes that are essentially mediated by the social 
environment, such as differential reinforcement, rule-
-based learning, and modeling (Del Prette & Del Prette, 
2013; Gresham, 2018). In this sense, it can be assumed 
that the duration and intensity of distancing and res-
tricting social contacts measures have an impact on 
learning opportunities and refinement of the reper-
toire of social skills.

In the case of populations that are in critical 
stages of development, such as childhood and ado-
lescence, the impact of social isolation on the lear-
ning of social skills and the acquisition of behavioral 
variability is highly likely, with consequences for later 
stages. One can consider, for example, the restrictions 
on interactions between peers imposed by the suspen-
sion of face-to-face classes in schools and, in younger 
children, the interactions almost exclusively restricted 
to a small number of adults. The coexistence of the 
child with his classmates is fundamental for academic 
learning, social adjustment, and social skills, working 

as a protective factor (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2013). 
Lee (2020) points out that the effects of school clo-
sures on children’s mental health can be particularly 
negative in the case of those who already have men-
tal disorders or previous special educational needs. In 
that same article, interventions during the pandemic 
are recommended to reduce the damage caused to 
children’s learning, including the use of online resour-
ces and SST per se (Lee, 2020).

In view of the situational-cultural character of 
learning and the maintenance of SS (Del Prette & Del 
Prette, 2013), it can also be assumed that the social 
distancing policies derived from the pandemic reach 
subgroups of the population in a quite different way. 
Considering the demographic composition of Brazil 
as an example, characteristics such as age, gender, 
socioeconomic conditions, and access to alternative 
sources of social interaction (via technology), are pro-
bably variables that mediate the frequency and varia-
bility of the repertoire of social skills during the period 
of social distancing. In addition, the role of different 
family configurations and compositions should not be 
disregarded when it comes to learning and maintai-
ning interpersonal relationship patterns (Leme, Del 
Prette, & Coimbra, 2013).

Social competence, coexistence 
values, and international interpersonal 

relationships
Restrictions on the usual practices of social inte-

ractions during the pandemic can contribute to chan-
ges in the shared notion of social competence among 
individuals in a population. According to Del Prette and 
Del Prette (2017), the concept of social competence 
refers to the ability to articulate thoughts, feelings, 
and actions in an interpersonal task, seeking to meet 
the objectives of the individual, the situation and the 
culture and producing favorable results in terms of ins-
trumental and ethical criteria. For these authors, the 
assessment of social competence depends on a set of 
criteria related to immediate and long-term consequen-
ces, such as: achieving objectives, maintaining/impro-
ving self-esteem, maintaining/improving the quality of 
the relationship, balancing the power between interlo-
cutors, and respecting/expanding interpersonal human 
rights (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2017).

In this context, the coexistence values shared by 
certain groups or subcultures may be strictly related 
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to the ethical dimension of social competence and to 
concepts such as human rights, justice, freedom, soli-
darity, and other values considered to be universal (Del 
Prette & Del Prette, 2017). Bearing in mind that these 
coexistence values are susceptible to changes due to 
contextual and historical factors, it is assumed that the 
current pandemic may also alter, to some extent, those 
shared about social behaviors approved or disapproved 
by certain social groups.

It is reasonable to think that such changes may be 
located at different levels of interactions such as family 
groups, relationships of individuals within subcultures, 
or even interpersonal relationships between people of 
different nationalities. It can be questioned, for exam-
ple, what values of interpersonal coexistence have been 
shared in this historic moment by individuals from dif-
ferent countries, since the pandemic affects all conti-
nents. In a context of broad economic globalization and 
intense transit of people around the world, knowing the 
coexistence values that prevail in different countries can 
contribute to the understanding of possible changes in 
interpersonal relationships. Therefore, it is relevant to 
carry out cross-cultural studies in the context of the 
post-pandemic with the aim of showing the differential 
effect of the period of social distancing on coexistence 
values and the repertoire of social skills of individuals of 
different nationalities.

Although it is not the object of this paper to delve 
into the concept of cultural paradigm, the notion that 
cultural rules and norms affect the patterns of inter-
personal relationships, in a given context and historical 
moment, may be relevant in understanding the impact 
of adopting measures of social distancing in the COVID-
19 pandemic. According to Del Prette and Del Prette 
(2014), when behavior rules and norms spread, they 
can become a kind of cultural paradigm. It follows that 
the coexistence rules that guide interpersonal rela-
tionships at a given historical moment may be the result 
of a cultural paradigm, thus guiding the cultural practi-
ces and products of a group of individuals (Del Prette & 
Del Prette, 2014). These rules can also spread to other 
countries and cultural contexts, generating an expan-
sion of certain paradigms.

Applying the notion of cultural paradigm, expo-
sed by Del Prette and Del Prette (2014), to the new 
patterns of relationship emerging from this pandemic 
and the various measures of social restriction adopted 
in many countries of the world, a series of changes can 
be expected, in terms of the social skills demanded of 

individuals at that particular moment, with possible 
consequences for future interpersonal patterns. The 
decrease in the frequency of face-to-face social contacts 
and the reduction of interlocutors available for face-to-
-face interactions can surely affect the topography of 
many social skills, as well as their frequency, duration, 
social adequacy, and proficiency.

In addition, the reduction of interlocutors, the 
contact with children being limited to adult family mem-
bers, and the absence of models of the same age group 
can, theoretically, have a worse impact on the learning 
of social skills. As examples, one can think of probable 
changes in the topography and frequency of various 
social skills, such as initiating and maintaining face-to-
-face conversation, greeting, and responding to gree-
tings, expressing affection and intimacy through eye 
contact, smiles and touches, among others. Although 
it is not possible to predict the extent to which these 
changes resulting from the time of the epidemic will 
extend to the patterns of future relationships, it is 
important to note that the social distancing imposed 
lacks precedents for most generations that experience 
the effects of these measures, making it likely that there 
will be more or less permanent impacts on components 
of social skills.

The media has an important role in the dissemi-
nation of these relationship patterns, when it covers 
the way in which certain groups are experiencing the 
pandemic and making the adaptations imposed by the 
restriction of face-to-face contacts. A good example is 
the alternative use of technology to maintain interac-
tions, the closest intra-family relationships with present 
parents (without disregarding the impacts on domestic 
violence), the phenomena of material and emotional 
solidarity that are reflected in images, among others. 
All these examples imply the practice of diverse social 
skills that, in some way, seek to supply the demand for 
interpersonal contacts in this pandemic moment.

Despite the possibility of possible changes in indi-
cators of social skills due to the prolonged social distan-
cing, this is only a case-by-case statement, subject to 
many biases. Its empirical and scientifically substantia-
ted verification poses challenges in the area, since there 
may be difficulties in comparing the social repertoire 
before and after the pandemic. However, considering 
the previous studies already carried out on norma-
tive standards of social skills, in different countries or 
regions, one can count on a precious basis of compa-
rison for the analysis of possible changes in the social 
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repertoire, both of individuals and groups. This would 
make possible an investigation, a posteriori, on the pat-
terns that are being identified at this historical moment 
in our country and in different countries that have this 
normative basis.

The pandemic and the investigative 
possibilities in the field of Social Skills

From the previous articulations regarding the 
possible impacts of social distancing on the characteris-
tics of social skills, social competence, and coexistence 
values, it would be possible to list issues that could be 
the focus of future investigations by researchers in the 
field of SS and related areas. In order to reflect on the 
production of knowledge regarding the relationship 
between the impacts of the pandemic and social skills, 
these are some possibilities for investigating:

1) The influence of the media on the expected 
interpersonal relationship patterns. During the pande-
mic, home confinement exposed people to a variety of 
information about the COVID-19 virus, as well as about 
avoidance behaviors to be adopted. This information has 
been massively disseminated through television news, 
internet news portals, and different social networks. 
One can question how much this information included 
notions of social skills and social competence and how 
they may have altered the population’s understanding 
of the interpersonal norms and standards expected 
during and after the pandemic.

2) The excessive exposure of children to televi-
sion and videos during the pandemic. The neurological 
impacts of this exposure are increasingly documented 
and the dependency problems generated by this excess 
are recognized. However, the impacts of this excessive 
exposure to television and videos (associated with limi-
ted interpersonal contacts) on the repertoire of social 
skills and social competence are still poorly understood.

3) The variables related to the family environment 
during home confinement. It is about investigating the 
diversity in terms of family configurations that can have 
a differential impact on the repertoire of social skills in 
the period of social distancing. In addition to the family 
composition per se, variables such as the number of 
people living in the same environment, the individuals’ 
previous social repertoire, the parents’ educational 
practices, the previous existence of mental disorders 
in a family member, the degree of division of domestic 
tasks, and the internal family organization during the 

pandemic can contribute to different patterns of inter-
personal relationships during this period.

4) The role of virtual interactions on social skills 
and social competence. Although studies investigating 
the relationship between the frequency of online inte-
ractions and the repertoire of social skills already exist 
(Mantzouranis, Baudat, & Zimmermann, 2019), it is 
expected that the prolonged social distancing has consi-
derably increased the frequency, duration, and intensity 
of relationships between adolescents and adults. The 
effect of this change could be explored by future studies 
in the field of SS.

5) SST interventions using digital information 
and communication technologies. In the SST literature, 
there are reports of interventions with evidence of 
effectiveness using audiovisual and digital resources, 
such as videos (Shukla-Mehta, Miller, & Callahan, 2010), 
mobile devices (Haydon et al., 2017), and video games 
(Craig, Brown, Upright, & DeRosier, 2016). However, 
even interventions that use these resources, in gene-
ral involve some degree of face-to-face social interac-
tion between the professional and the participants. For 
this reason, the situation of wider social distancing has 
created unusual conditions for carrying out and testing 
predominantly virtual interventions. Therefore, the 
characteristics of new virtual SST interventions that are 
to be developed must be carefully assessed using their 
own research designs, in order to verify issues related 
to efficacy, effectiveness, and efficiency. In addition, the 
importance of comparative studies between face-to-
-face interventions and interventions using virtual com-
ponents is highlighted.

6) The changes in the prevalent teaching methods 
used in schools and universities. Changes in the charac-
teristics of face-to-face teaching, resulting from the 
adoption of new modalities and distance learning and 
teaching tools, can also contribute to changes in the 
traditional patterns of interpersonal relationships in 
the school and university context, with an impact on 
the socio-emotional development and mental health of 
children, adolescents, young adults, and educators.

7) The social skills of empathy and expression of 
solidarity. The pandemic and post-pandemic context can 
provide relevant opportunities for conducting research 
on expressions of empathy and solidarity at personal 
and collective levels, as well as their relationships with 
associated constructs, such as altruism and compassion.

8) The stigma associated with people infected 
with the new coronavirus and their families. In a time 
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of profusion of information in the media and increa-
sed fear associated with the disease, people diag-
nosed can suffer the consequences of social stigma. 
Possible changes in the person’s interpersonal rela-
tionships with COVID-19 in their community or social 
group can also be a focus of interest for studies in the 
field of SS.

9) The quarantine situation for individuals with 
COVID-19. People diagnosed with COVID-19 need to 
be quarantined to prevent the infection of other indi-
viduals and monitor the progress of the disease. This 
specific situation can further restrict social interac-
tions, compared to people in the general population 
who practice social distancing as a form of prevention. 
Therefore, research on the social skills of individuals in 
quarantine is also necessary.

10) Social skills as a protective factor for indica-
tors of mental disorder during and after the pandemic. 
The role of social skills as a protective variable on the 
occurrence of indicators of depression, anxiety, fear, 
stress, suicidal ideation, among others, is also configu-
red as a field of investigation to be explored.

Final considerations
Understanding the relationship between the 

social distancing measures adopted in the COVID-19 
pandemic and possible changes in aspects related to 
interpersonal relationships, social skills, and social com-
petence still require considerable investment in theore-
tical and empirical studies. This paper discussed some 
probable changes, from a theoretical point of view, 
in the patterns of social skills and social competence 
depending on the context of the pandemic, conside-
ring the knowledge derived from the field of SS and the 
empirical studies listed here on the impact of the pan-
demic on mental health indicators. Nevertheless, fur-
ther empirical studies on the themes listed in this paper 
(and others that will certainly emerge) are fundamental 
for the contextual characterization of the social reper-
toire of individuals, groups, and populations, as well as 
for the design of interventions to be implemented in the 
pandemic and post-pandemic periods.

Specially in the Brazilian context, where the 
implementation of non-pharmacological interventions 
and individual adherence to preventive COVID-19 mea-
sures can strongly contribute to determining the course 
of the pandemic (Garcia & Duarte, 2020), it is essen-
tial to know the factors that favor or hinder adherence 

to social distancing, as well as the likely role of the 
repertoire of social skills in this relationship. Efforts to 
understand the behaviors involved in adhering to pre-
ventive measures have already been made (Bezerra, 
Freires, Freitas, & Brito, in press; Lira, Silva, Castro, & 
Nascimento, in press) but the specific study of social 
skills in the context of maintaining social distance still 
needs greater investment from Brazilian researchers. 
In a short-term perspective, as the limitation of the 
atypical context makes it difficult to conduct studies 
in a natural environment with direct observation of 
behavior, the use of interviews and validated scales, 
with individual applications, controlled or administe-
red online, can assist in understanding the repertoire 
of individuals during the pandemic, even allowing a 
comparison with normative standards of standardized 
instruments.

In a survey of research priorities in the field of 
Mental Health, conducted in the United Kingdom by 
an interdisciplinary panel of experts, involving public 
consultation, the need for programs at the individual 
and social level was highlighted as a response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Holmes et al., 2020). At the 
individual level, among the many actions listed, lon-
g-term interventions based on prosocial behavior and 
altruism stand out, including assertiveness training, 
conflict resolution, and group interventions in order to 
provide support among peers. At the social level, evi-
dence-based actions that promote notions of care and 
concern for others are also suggested, aiming to foster 
a collective sense of solidarity and altruism (Holmes 
et al., 2020). It is noted, therefore, the importance of 
the knowledge produced in the field of SS and rela-
ted areas for the conduction of intervention programs 
aimed at facing the impacts of the pandemic on men-
tal health. For example, the social skills intervention 
program described by Cintra and Del Prette (2019) was 
recently developed in Brazil and applied to teachers in 
a semi-face-to-face mode, presenting good evidence 
of efficacy and effectiveness. This program can be 
adaptable to students and other segments, aiming to 
improve the repertoire of relevant social skills to deal 
with the interpersonal demands of the pandemic and 
post-pandemic context.

It is understood that the production of empiri-
cal research on the themes considered in the present 
study critically depends on individual and collabo-
rative efforts by researchers from different regions 
and countries, in order to consolidate data related to 



260

Social distancing in the COVID-19 pandemic: notes on possible impacts on the social skills of individuals and populations

Estudos de Psicologia, 25(3), julho a setembro de 2020, 253-262

evidence-based assessments and interventions. The 
current context, while raising uncertainties related 
to probable changes in the patterns of interpersonal 
relationships, also points to several possibilities of 
knowledge production and social contribution deri-
ved from the field of SS.
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