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Abstract 

Counter-intuitively, sociodemographic characteristics account for a small proportion of 

explained variance in parental burnout. The present study conducted during the Covid-19 

pandemic asks whether (i) sociodemographic characteristics are more predictive of parental 

burnout than usual in a situation of lockdown, (ii) situational factors, that is, the specific 

restrictive living conditions inherent in the context of lockdown, predict parental burnout 

better than sociodemographic characteristics do, and (iii) the impact of both 

sociodemographic and situational factors is moderated or mediated by the parents’ subjective 

perception of the impact that the health crisis has had on their parenting circumstances. 

Results show that, within the context of lockdown, both sociodemographic and situational 

factors explain a negligible proportion of variance in parental burnout. By contrast, parents’ 

cognitive appraisals of their parenthood within the context of the health crisis were found to 

play both a crucial mediating and moderating role in the prediction of parental burnout.  
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1. Introduction 

Parental burnout occurs in response to chronic and overwhelming parenting stress 

(Mikolajczak, Gross, & Roskam, 2019; Mikolajczak, Raes, Avalosse, & Roskam, 2018; 

Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018; Mikolajczak, Stinglhamber, Lindahl Norberg, & Roskam, 

2020). It is defined by four core symptoms: (i) intense exhaustion resulting from one’s 

parental role, (ii) loss of fulfillment in one’s parental role, (iii) emotional distancing from 

one’s children, and (iv) a striking perceived contrast between previous and current parental 

self (Mikolajczak, Gross, & Roskam, 2019; Roskam et al., 2021). Importantly, parental 

burnout is distinct from job burnout and depression: these three conditions show moderate 

correlations (Mikolajczak, Gross, & Roskam, 2019), factorial distinctiveness, and separable 

consequences (Mikolajczak, Stinglhamber, Lindahl Norberg, & Roskam, 2020).  

Parental burnout is quite common: point prevalence estimates range from 5% to 9 % in 

Western countries (Roskam et al., 2021). What is more, parental burnout is significant 

because its consequences can be dramatic both for the parent and the child, including suicidal 

ideation and poor health in the parent (Brianda, Roskam, Gross, Franssen, Kapala, Gérard, & 

Mikolajczak, 2020; Brianda, Roskam & Mikolajczak, 2020), and long-term damage to 

psychological and physical development in the child (Hansotte, Nguyen, Roskam, 

Stinglhamber, & Mikolajczak, 2020; Mikolajczak, Gross, & Roskam, 2019). 

According to the Balance between Risks and Resources (BR2) model (Mikolajczak and 

Roskam, 2018), parental burnout results from a chronic imbalance between risk and 

protective factors. One may intuitively think that objective sociodemographic characteristics 

(such as being a single parent, having a low income, or having a child with specific needs) 

might constitute major risk factors for parental burnout. Yet, counter-intuitively, objective 

sociodemographic factors only explain a small proportion of variance in parental burnout. 

This has been consistently demonstrated across independent studies which rely on large 
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samples of participants originating from different cultures around the globe (Arikan et al., 

2020; Gannagé et al., 2020; Matias et al., 2020; Mikolajczak, Raes, Avalosse, & Roskam, 

2018; Mousavi et al., 2020; Roskam et al., 2021; Stănculescu et al., 2020; Szczygieł et al., 

2020). 

But, what if sociodemographic factors– hitherto found to be hardly significant in 

predicting parental burnout– would predict parental burnout better in the context of lockdown 

due to the Covid-19 pandemic? When the world went into lockdown to protect its people’s 

health, governments all around the world imposed stay-at-home orders shutting schools, 

banning all non-essential travel, businesses and gatherings, and making telework mandatory. 

Hence, the workforce whose job could not apply to telework was put on temporary 

unemployment due to force majeure. Numerous families had to struggle hard to go through 

the crisis and re-balance their everyday life. All families’ daily hassles considerably worsened 

since parents ended up cooped up with partner and children while teleworking (sometimes 

with an extra workload), had to improvise as teachers and some of them even experienced 

financial distress due to temporary unemployment. To make matters worse, the less fortunate 

could not benefit from outdoor spaces nearby their house where the family could, at least for a 

little while, escape from the oppressive feeling of being closed in.  

If sociodemographic factors have consistently failed to predict parental burnout outside 

the context of the current health crisis, it may be explained by the fact that, before the 

outbreak of the pandemic, all parents (at risk and non-at-risk groups) usually managed to 

alleviate the impact of sociodemographic factors by relying on the valuable support of friends, 

grand-parents or relatives who helped with young and little autonomous children or went for a 

walk with the children to compensate for a small living area, for instance. If this is the case, 

sociodemographic factors could predict parental burnout better during the lockdown since 

parents are now deprived of the external resources which they ordinarily leaned on to alleviate 
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their parenting burden. The health crisis could thus be viewed as a naturally induced 

psychological stress test that may allow to better study the predictive weight of 

sociodemographic stressors in the absence of compensatory resources. Hence, the predictive 

power of socio-demographics during the lockdown might be further increased by adding into 

the model the situational factors that are specifically relevant in the context of lockdown.  

Depending on the parent’s sociodemographic situation, that is, at risk for parental 

burnout (single-parent, economically distressed parent, parent living with a child with special 

needs, etc.) versus not at risk, parents might develop a specific subjective perception of the 

impact that the health crisis has had on their parenthood. Hence, if sociodemographic and/or 

situational factors are predictive of parental burnout in the context of the current health crisis, 

we could further assume a mediating effect of cognitive appraisals (i.e., the individual’s 

subjective perception of the situation) (Arnold, 1960; Lazarus, 1991; Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984) on the association between these factors and parental burnout. In that regard, we could 

hypothesize that the parents who are more at risk for parental burnout would be steered 

towards negatively appraising the effect of the health crisis on their parenting conditions, 

thereby increasing their parental burnout symptoms. By contrast, the parents who are not at 

risk for parental burnout would tend to appraise the effect of the coronavirus global pandemic 

on their parenting conditions as more positive, thereby lessening their parental burnout level.  

To illustrate the mediating effect of the cognitive appraisals, think of the parents whose 

child needs specific medical or psychological care. Their difficult daily routine coupled with 

the harsh living conditions (caused by governmental restrictions due to the Covid-19 

pandemic), might cause them to develop negative appraisals of the impact that the health 

crisis has had on their parenthood, thereby exposing them more importantly to parental 

burnout. This mediating effect of appraisals may be particularly salient during the pandemic. 

Indeed, before the outbreak of the pandemic, many parents (at-risk and non-at-risk groups) 
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usually managed to alleviate the impact of sociodemographic factors by relying on various 

resources. These resources may have fostered more positive appraisals of their situation, 

thereby masking the link between sociodemographic factors and parental burnout. Hence, in 

the context of the Covid-19 global pandemic, sociodemographic factors may predict parental 

burnout better than usual because the parents are now deprived of the external resources. This 

sudden deprivation might thus steer these parents towards negatively appraising their 

parenthood, and therefore put them at higher risk for parental burnout.  

While cognitive appraisals could act as mediators of the relationship between 

sociodemographic and/or situational factors and parental burnout, they could also act as 

moderators of the relationship. Indeed, appraisals (positive or negative) are not only 

determined by circumstances. They are also determined by stable individual factors such as 

personality and emotional competences. Some people have a natural tendency to appraise 

events positively (e.g., people with high emotional competence; Mikolajczak & Luminet, 

2008), while others have a natural inclination to appraise them negatively (e.g., people high 

on neuroticism; Schneider, 2004; Tong, 2010). Based on this, we could posit the existence of 

a moderating effect of the parents’ cognitive appraisals in the relationship between 

sociodemographic characteristics and parental burnout. In that regard, we could hypothesize 

that sociodemographic and/or situational factors may increase parental burnout symptoms 

(only) when parents develop negative appraisals of the health crisis on their parenting 

circumstances. Conversely, the potentially deleterious effect of sociodemographic and/or 

situational factors may be alleviated when parents make positive appraisals of their parenting 

conditions within the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The aim of this study is fourfold. First, it aims at investigating whether in the current 

Covid-19 pandemic context, objective sociodemographic factors predict parental burnout 

better than in non-pandemic contexts. To achieve this first goal, we will use a second set of 
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data for comparison purposes (see Participants section below). Second, it sets out to 

investigate whether objective situational factors related to the Covid-19 context (e.g., 

teleworking, homeschooling, being locked down with partner, etc.) are predictive of parental 

burnout. Third, it aims to test whether the impact of sociodemographic as well as situational 

factors on parental burnout may be mediated by the parent’s cognitive appraisals. Finally, this 

research investigates whether the parent’s cognitive appraisals might moderate the impact of 

the relationship between socio-demographics as well as situational factors and parental 

burnout. 

We hypothesize that:  

1. in the current context of the Covid-19 global pandemic, sociodemographic factors 

are more predictive of parental burnout than usual, that is in non-pandemic contexts;  

2. the situational factors related to the specific restrictive living conditions that ensue 

from governmental decisions to fight the Covid-19 global pandemic (i.e., 

teleworking, teaching one’s children, being locked down with one’s partner, being 

subject to a change in financial situation, having the possibility– or not to enjoy large 

open spaces nearby the house) account for parental burnout symptoms over and 

above sociodemographic factors; 

3. the positive and negative appraisals that the parents have of the impact that the 

Covid-19 pandemic has had on their parenthood mediate the relationship between 

sociodemographic as well as situational factors and parental burnout; 

4. the positive and negative appraisals that the parents have of the impact that the 

Covid-19 pandemic has had on their parenthood will also moderate the relationship 

between sociodemographic as well as situational factors and parental burnout. 
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1. Material and Methods 

1.1. Preregistration 

We preregistered the analysis plan, methodology and a description of the dataset. De-

identified data are available via the Open Science Framework and can be accessed at 

https://osf.io/x7vhc/?view_only=0d5e4f78e57442d3b73fb4a00f749cdb. The only deviations 

from this analysis plan were as follows: we opted to use the sociodemographic variable that 

informs us about the exact number of children living under the same roof as the participant 

instead of the variable that informs us about the number of biological and/or adopted children 

the participant has; we created a new variable (i.e., number of children aged under four years 

old or under) in order to allow the comparison of bivariate correlations across two different 

sets of data (see Participants section below); and we computed a new continuous variable 

summing the number of physiological and/or psychological problems the participant has ever 

encountered.  

1.2. Participants 

A convenience sample of 1,212 parents (1,097 mothers and 115 fathers) living in 

Belgium took part in the survey. Data collection took place from March to May 2020, that is, 

during the strict lockdown in Belgium due to the Covid-19 health crisis. Note that during this 

strict lockdown, the Belgian government severely curtailed public life by giving stay-at-home 

orders. Companies had to organize teleworking wherever it was possible, schools and non-

essential shops had to close (except for (pet) food shops and pharmacies whose access was 

limited to one person per ten square meters for a maximum duration of thirty minutes per 

customer). Belgian police were requested to strictly enforce the confinement and to impose 

heavy fines in case of non-compliance with the established rules.  

The study was presented as part of an international study designed to understand better 

the factors which lead to fulfillment in one’s parenthood and those which lead to exhaustion 
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while parenting. We concealed the specific objectives of the study in order to avoid (self-) 

selection bias. Participants were recruited through social networks, e-mails and word-of-

mouth. The sociodemographic features of the participants are presented in Table 1. 

Respondents were invited to complete an online survey on Qualtrics after signing an online 

informed consent form.  

The inclusion criteria were (i) being a parent having at least one child still living under 

the same roof, (ii) living in a country in a situation of lockdown due to the Covid-19 health 

crisis, (iii) being an over 18 years old parent, and (iv) being fluent in French. Almost all 

participants met these inclusion criteria except for 0.36% of them (N = 6) who reported living 

in a country that was not in a situation of lockdown. These subjects were removed from the 

dataset.  

To ensure that the participants responded seriously, three attentional check questions 

were randomly added in the survey. 7.07% of the subjects (N = 119) failed for at least one of 

the three attentional check items and were thus removed from our analyses.  

Although the “answer required” option in Qualtrics was set, some participants started 

the survey completion but terminated before reaching the end of the survey. We observed an 

attrition rate of 19.2% (N = 324). Binary logistic regression analyses were carried out on each 

independent variable separately to avoid the cumulative effect of missing data on the 

variables. These analyses revealed statistically significant differences among the subjects who 

dropped out: younger parents (B = -.02, p<.05), partnered parents (B = -.23, p<.001), the fact 

of being a parent with at least one physiological or physical problem (B = .57, p<.001), the 

fact of living in a spacious house (B = .004, p<.001), and the fact of being locked down with 

one’s partner (B = -.45, p<.05). Although we cannot assume that data are missing completely 

at random (MCAR), the subjects displaying missing values on the variables of interest in this 

study were listwise deleted (see Limitations section). 
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We finally examined implausible and/or contradictory values. For example, the level of 

education [i.e., number of successfully completed school years from the age of 6] could not 

exceed the participant’s age minus 6. One participant was found displaying implausible and 

contradictory values and was thus removed from the analyses. 

To test Hypothesis 1 exclusively, we drew upon a previously obtained second set of 

data composed of 1,689 parents (1,457 mothers and 232 fathers) living in Belgium before the 

lockdown period (viz., from January 2018 to November 2019) (Roskam et al., 2021). 

Comparison was made possible since the two datasets were collected according to the same 

procedure in the framework of the International Investigation of Parental Burnout (IIPB) 

Consortium (see Procedure section below) among Belgian parents. In that regard, these two 

sets share identical inclusion criteria, recruitment methods, and use of Qualtrics. A 

comprehensive description of this second set of data as well as the database itself are 

available on OSF at: https://osf.io/x7vhc/?view_only=0d5e4f78e57442d3b73fb4a00f749cdb 

1.3. Procedure 

In March 2020, on the initiative of Prof. van Bakel from the University of Tilburg, each 

member of the International Investigation of Parental Burnout (IIPB) Consortium (Roskam et 

al., 2021) was invited to collect data to examine the prevalence of parental burnout during the 

Covid-19 global pandemic. The goal of this international data collection (whose complete 

protocol is presented in the current article’s online supplementary material) was to compare 

the prevalence of parental burnout in usual living conditions (i.e., from January 2018 to 

November 2019, see Roskam et al., 2021) with the prevalence of parental burnout within the 

context of the Covid-19 health crisis in 2020 (van Bakel et al., in preparation). In the scope of 

this international study led by van Bakel, a wide range of variables were probed, of which 

only some are relevant to the current study (see Measures section below for a comprehensive 

overview of the variables of interest in this research).  
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The present study was approved by the Institutional Review Board.   

1.4. Measures 

Socio-demographic Questions. The survey measured the following socio-demographic 

features of the participants: gender, age, educational attainment, type of the family (two-

parent, single parent, homo-parental, other), number of children living in the household, 

number of children aged from 0 to 4, number of children aged from 5 to 9, number of children 

aged from 10 to 14, number of children aged from 15 to 18, number of children aged over 19, 

number of children displaying physiological or psychological problem, number of 

physiological or psychological problem of the parent, and living area of the house.  

 

Situational Factors Related to the Covid-19 Lockdown Context. We included the 

following measures to assess the impact of the lockdown due to the Covid-19 global 

pandemic: is the parent working from home (teleworking), is the parent teaching his or her 

children (homeschooling), is the parent locked down with his or her partner, has the parent 

experienced any change in his or her financial situation, and are there any outdoor spaces 

nearby the house?   

 

Cognitive Appraisals Questions. Two items designed to probe the participants’ 

cognitive appraisals of the impact that the Covid-19 health crisis has had on their parenthood 

were assessed: positive appraisal [When you think of the coronavirus health crisis, to what 

extent do you think it has had a positive impact on your parenthood and on your attitudes 

towards your children (e.g., experiencing more quality time, having closer contact)], negative 

appraisal [When you think of the coronavirus health crisis, to what extent do you think it has 

had a negative impact on your parenthood and on your attitudes towards your children (e.g., 

experiencing less quality time, having more conflicts)].  
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A comprehensive description of the sociodemographic, situational and cognitive 

appraisals measures is available in the current article’s online supplementary material. 

 

Parental Burnout. We measured parental burnout with the Parental Burnout Assessment 

(PBA (Roskam et al., 2018)), a 23-item self-report questionnaire assessing the four core 

symptoms of parental burnout, namely, Emotional exhaustion (9 items) (e.g., I’m so tired out 

by my role as a parent that sleeping doesn’t seem like enough), Emotional distancing from 

one’s children (3 items) (e.g., I do what I’m supposed to do for my child(ren) but nothing 

more), Loss of pleasure in one’s parental role (5 items) (e.g., I don’t enjoy being with my 

child(ren)), and Contrast with previous parental self (6 items) (e.g., I am ashamed of the 

parent I have become). The items of the PBA use a Likert scale that ranges from 0 to 6 (viz., 

never, a few times a year, once a month or less, a few times a month, once a week, a few 

times a week, every day). Summing every item scores of the PBA enables to compute the 

individual’s parental burnout global score, which theoretically ranges from 0 to 138. The 

higher the score, the higher the level of parental burnout. Since we have no specific 

hypothesis regarding the sub-scales of the PBA, we used the global score exclusively. Its 

internal consistency was excellent (Cronbach’s a= .98). 

 

1.5. Statistical Analyses 

Preliminary Analyses. After a few preliminary checks on the dataset (e.g., attentional 

checks, implausible answers, etc. (see Participants section)), we performed additional 

analyses regarding normality, potential collinearity issues, statistical power and bivariate 

correlation of the two cognitive appraisals items. For a detailed report of these analyses, 

please consult the online supplementary material of the current paper. 
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Main Analyses. All analyses were performed using SPSS Version 27 (IBM Corp., 2020) 

except for the analyses of mediation and moderation related to Hypotheses 3 and 4 

respectively, for which we used Stata Version 16 (Stata Corp. LLC, 2019).  

In order to test Hypothesis 1 (i.e., sociodemographic factors will predict parental 

burnout better in a context of lockdown than usual), we compared the bivariate correlations 

between the sociodemographic variables and the parental burnout scores obtained in Belgium 

before the health crisis (viz., from January 2018 to November 2019) with the correlations 

obtained during the strict lockdown in Belgium (viz., from March to May 2020). To allow the 

comparison, we performed our analyses only on the sociodemographic variables that were 

common in the two datasets. We carried out z-tests relying on Eid, Gollwitzer & Schmitt’s 

(2011) calculations to compare the bivariate correlations obtained from the two sets of data. 

First, we examined and compared the Spearman bivariate correlations for the following 

sociodemographic variables: gender, age, educational attainment, number of children living 

under the same roof, number of children aged four years old and under [none, at least one]). 

Second, regarding the categorical variable family type [two parents, single parent, other (i.e., 

step-family, homo-parental, multigenerational, polygamous, other)], we ran ANOVAs with 

post-hoc tests across the two datasets to discover what categories of the family type predictor 

might differ from the others. The effect sizes were appreciated relying on the eta squares 

thresholds established by Cohen (1988) (.01 = small, .06 = medium, .14 = large).  

In order to test Hypothesis 2 (i.e., situational factors related to the Covid-19 global 

pandemic will predict parental burnout over and above sociodemographic factors), we ran a 

hierarchical linear regression. In step one, we entered the sociodemographic variables known 

to be predictive of parental burnout: gender, age, educational attainment, family type [two 

parents, single parent, other], number of children living in the household, number of children 

aged from 0 to 4 [none, one, two or more], number of children aged from 5 to 9 [none, one, 
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two or more], number of children aged from 10 to 14 [none, one, two or more], number of 

children aged from 15 to 18 [none, one, two or more], number of children aged 19 and over 

[none, one, two or more], number of children displaying a medical, physical, emotional, 

cognitive or behavioral problem [none, at least one], number of physiological or 

psychological problem of the parent and finally, house living surface. In step two, while 

controlling for the above-mentioned sociodemographic predictors, we entered the situational 

variables inherent in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, that is, teleworking, teaching 

one’s children, being locked down with– or without one’s partner, having the possibility– or 

not to enjoy large open spaces nearby the house, being subject– or not to a change in financial 

situation. Regarding the teleworking categorical variable [no work because of Covid-19, 

reduced workload, same workload, extra workload, no paid activity at the moment, continue 

doing same job], we ran ANOVAs to find out which of its categories were significant.  

To test Hypothesis 3 (i.e., parents’ cognitive appraisals will mediate the relationship 

between sociodemographic as well as situational factors and parental burnout), we ran a 

mediation model that included (i) the eight sociodemographic and situational factors that were 

statistically significant from previous analyses (see Statistical Analyses section above related 

to Hypothesis 2), namely, gender, having children aged four years old or under, having at 

least one child displaying a medical, physical, emotional, cognitive or behavioral problem, 

being a parent displaying at least one physiological or psychological problem, having no 

professional activity, being teleworking with extra workload, not being locked down with 

one’s partner, not being able to benefit from open spaces nearby the house, (ii) two mediators 

(i.e., positive appraisal and negative appraisal) and (iii) the parental burnout dependent 

variable. The mediation model controlled for the covariations between the eight entered 

predictors and for the covariation between the two mediators.  
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Finally, in order to test Hypothesis 4 (i.e., parents’ cognitive appraisals will moderate 

the relationship between sociodemographic as well as situational factors and parental 

burnout), we performed a moderation analysis. We mean-centered the variables before 

introducing them into the model to reduce multicollinearity between the main effects and the 

interaction terms (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). The moderation model included (i) 

the eight sociodemographic and situational factors used in the above mediation model (i.e., 

gender, having children aged four years old or under, having at least one child displaying a 

medical, physical, emotional, cognitive or behavioral problem, being a parent displaying at 

least one physiological or psychological problem, having no professional activity, being 

teleworking with extra workload, not being locked down with one’s partner, not being able to 

benefit from open spaces nearby the house), (ii) two moderators (i.e., positive appraisal and 

negative appraisal) and (iii) the parental burnout dependent variable. The moderation model 

controlled for the covariations between the eight entered predictors and for the covariation 

between the two moderators.  

A simplified version of the two conceptual models of mediation and moderation 

respectively is outlined in Figure 1.  

Fig. 1 Conceptual models (simplified versions) of (a) the mediated and (b) the 

moderated relationship between sociodemographic and situational predictors respectively and 

parental burnout  

2. Results 

2.1. Hypothesis 1: Sociodemographic factors will predict parental burnout better in a 

context of lockdown than usual. 

Although modest in size (½<.30½), the correlations globally revealed slight changes 

between the two periods (before and during the lockdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic). 

The results related to the gender and the age of the parent as well as the fact of having at least 
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one child aged four years old or under, revealed no change in the direction of the association 

but change in the force of this association. Hence, before the lockdown, mothers were found 

to display greater parental burnout scores than fathers, but this difference was significantly 

reduced during the lockdown, z = -2.90, p<.01 (rs before lockdown = .20; rs during lockdown = .09). 

Regarding the age of the parent, before the lockdown, the older the parents were, the lesser 

they experienced parental burnout, and this was significantly more salient in the context of 

lockdown where the correlation almost tripled, z = -2.77, p<.01 (rs before lockdown = -.06; rs during 

lockdown = -.16). As for the parents who had at least one child aged four years old or under, 

they displayed even greater parental burnout symptoms during the lockdown, z = 2.16, p<.05 

(rs before lockdown = .09; rs during lockdown = .17). The fourth correlation related to the educational 

attainment of the parent showed a change both in the direction and in the force of the 

association since, before the lockdown period, the more educated parents seemed less at risk 

for parental burnout. The opposite was true during the lockdown, where the more educated 

parents were significantly more at risk, z = 1.99, p<.01 (rs before lockdown = -.05; rs during lockdown = 

.29). Finally, only the z-test related to the number of children living under the same roof as the 

parent was not statistically significant, z = -1.24, p >.05 (rs before lockdown = .13; rs during lockdown = 

.09), meaning that there was no change neither in the direction nor in the force of association 

between this sociodemographic factor and parental burnout before and during the lockdown 

due to the Covid-19 pandemic.  

The ANOVAs we further ran in order to compare the situation between the two periods 

regarding the categorical family type variable indicated that during the lockdown, being a 

partnered parent (M = 32.70, SD = 31.43), a single parent (M = 38.71, SD = 34.94), or a 

parent in any other type of family (M = 31.55, SD = 31.31) did not account for any difference 

in parental burnout scores, F(2,1193) = 2.46, p >.05, !2= .004. By contrast, although we 

obtained a very small effect size, before the lockdown, we observed a difference between 
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partnered parents (M = 35.53, SD = 29.78), and single parents (M = 42.11, SD = 35.73), the 

latter displaying more parental burnout symptoms. No difference appeared between other 

types of family (M = 41.98, SD = 35.53) and partnered or single parents, F(2,1649) = 5.65, 

p<.01, !2 = .007.  

Hence, although modest in size, the slight changes in the association between some 

sociodemographic factors and parental burnout (revealed by the z-tests), support Hypothesis 1 

which assumed that socio-demographics would predict parental burnout better in a context of 

lockdown than usual.   

2.2. Hypothesis 2: Situational factors related to the Covid-19 global pandemic will 

predict parental burnout over and above sociodemographic factors. 

In step one, the results of the hierarchical regression (see Table 2) showed that during the 

lockdown, sociodemographic characteristics continued to explain very little variance in 

parental burnout, R2 = .14, F(13,1182) = 16.54, p<.001.  

In step two, while controlling for sociodemographic factors, we added situational factors 

(i.e., the specific living conditions associated with the lockdown). Seven sociodemographic 

and situational predictors turned out statistically significant, with risk for parental burnout 

associated with. Regarding the sociodemographic predictors, we observed: female gender (B 

= 8.24, p<.01), having at least one child aged four years old or under (B = 9.25, p<.01), 

having at least one child displaying a medical, physical, emotional, cognitive or behavioral 

problem (B = 11,46, p<.001), and finally, the parents themselves who display a physiological 

or psychological problem (B = 7.30, p<.001). Among the statistically significant situational 

predictors related to the covid-19 specific living conditions we observed: working from home 

(B = 1.21, p<.05) (for which the results of the ANOVA indicated that the parents who are not 

working (M = 46.25, SD = 36.11) and those who are teleworking with an extra workload (M = 

40.13, SD = 33.07) are the most at risk for parental burnout, F(5,1206) = 7,67, p< .001, !2 = 
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.03), being a parent locked down without one’s partner (B = 3.08, p<.05) and finally, not 

being able to rely on large outdoor spaces where one’s children can go and let off steam (B = 

6.84, p<.05). While controlling for the sociodemographic features, situational factors were 

found to explain hardly any more variance than socio-demographics, R2 = .15, DR2 =.01., 

F(18,1177) = 13.04, p<.001.  

Consequently, despite a very trivial increment in R-squared (1%), Hypothesis 2, that 

assumed that situational factors related to the Covid-19 pandemic would predict parental 

burnout over and above socio-demographics, can be validated.  

2.3. Hypothesis 3: Parents’ cognitive appraisals (positive and negative) will mediate 

the relationship between sociodemographic as well as situational factors and 

parental burnout. 

We ran a model that tested the mediating effect of positive and negative appraisals 

respectively on the relationship between each of the eight sociodemographic and situational 

factors that turned out statistically significant from Hypothesis 2 and parental burnout. For the 

convenience of the reader, only the significant mediating effects that are relevant to 

Hypothesis 3 are outlined in Figure 2. The bivariate relations between the variables under 

consideration is presented in Table 3 and the results related to direct, indirect and total effects 

are presented in Table S2 of the current paper’s online supplementary material.   

Fig. 2 Positive and negative appraisals that mediate the relationship between 

sociodemographic and situational factors respectively and parental burnout  

The mediation path model accounted for 45% of the explained variance in parental burnout. 

Three of the eight sociodemographic and situational predictors introduced in the mediation 

path model appeared to be mediated by the cognitive appraisals made by the parents about the 

impact that the coronavirus health crisis had had on their parenthood: gender (direct effect: 

b =  3.25, p>.05); indirect effect: b =  4.25, p<.05) with direct positive effect towards negative 
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appraisals (b =  .24, p<.01), which indicated that mothers were more prone to negative 

appraisals than fathers. Having at least one child with a medical, physical, emotional, 

cognitive or behavioral problem (direct effect: b =  5.33, p<.01); indirect effect: 

b =  6.98, p<.001), with a direct negative effect towards positive appraisals (b =  -.26, p<.01) 

and a direct positive effect towards negative appraisals (b =  .33, p<.001), meaning that the 

parents who have a child living with physical, behavioral or psychological issues tended to 

make less positive appraisals and more negative appraisals about their parenting 

circumstances when they thought of the impact that the health crisis had had on their 

parenthood. Working from home with extra workload (direct effect: b =  -2.46, p>.05); 

indirect effect: b =  -6.76, p<.01), with a direct positive effect towards positive appraisals 

(b =  .34, p<.05) and a direct negative effect towards negative appraisals (b =  -.30, p<.05) 

indicated that the parents whose workload had remained unchanged were steered towards 

making positive appraisals. By contrast, the parents who were teleworking with an additional 

workload were steered towards making negative appraisals about the impact that the 

coronavirus health crisis has had on their parenthood. In turn, positive and negative appraisals 

relate to parental burnout.  

The results related to Hypothesis 3 (according to which parents’ cognitive appraisals 

would mediate the relationship between socio-demographics as well as situational factors and 

parental burnout) support the Hypothesis, in particular for socio-demographics. 

2.4. Hypothesis 4: Parents’ cognitive appraisals (positive and negative) will moderate 

the relationship between sociodemographic as well as situational factors and 

parental burnout. 

This last hypothesis was tested while running a model that examined the moderating 

effect of positive and negative appraisals respectively on the relationship between each of the 

same eight predictors used in the mediation analyses (see Hypothesis 3 section above) and 
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parental burnout. For the convenience of the reader, only the significant interaction terms and 

the bivariate correlations of the variables introduced in the model are depicted in Figure 3 and 

presented in Table 3 respectively. As for the results related to the ((non-significant) main 

effects and interaction terms, they are presented in Table S3 of the current article’s online 

supplementary material.   

 The moderation model accounted for 47% of the variance in which four statistically 

significant main effects were observed: having at least one child aged four years old or under, 

(b =  .14, p<.001), having at least one child displaying a medical, physical, emotional, 

cognitive or behavioral problem (b =  .07, p<.01), being a parent displaying a physiological or 

psychological problem (b =  .09, p<.001), having no professional activity (b =  .06, p<.05). 

We further observed three significant interaction terms. Thus, positive appraisal was a 

significant moderator of the relationship between gender (b =  -.34, p<.05) and parental 

burnout. It was also a significant moderator of the relationship between the fact of having at 

least one child aged four years old or under (b =  -.11, p<.01) and parental burnout. As for 

negative appraisal, it was found to moderate the relationship between the fact of being a 

parent displaying a physiological or psychological problem and parental burnout 

(b =  .21, p<.05). The plotted interactions terms (see Figure 3) indicated that at low levels of 

positive appraisal, mothers are more prone to parental burnout than fathers and that at high 

levels of positive appraisals, the opposite is true. Positive appraisals hence revealed 

themselves as a protective factor, especially for mothers. Having at least one child aged four 

years old or under does not represent a risk factor for parental burnout when coupled with 

high levels of positive appraisals, while it does, in case of low levels of positive appraisals. 

Finally, regarding the parents who live with a physiological or psychological problem, it 

appeared that high levels of negative appraisal significantly increased their risk for parental 

burnout.  
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Fig. 3 Significant interaction effects of positive and negative appraisal respectively in 

the relationships between gender and parental burnout (Interaction term 1), child aged four 

years old or under and parental burnout (Interaction term 2) and parent living with physical or 

psychological issues and parental burnout (Interaction term 3)  

Thereupon, Hypothesis 4 (according to which parents’ cognitive appraisals would 

moderate the relationship between socio-demographics as well as situational factors and 

parental burnout) is supported, in particular for socio-demographics. 

 

3. Discussion 

The results of the present study do not only corroborate the consistent conclusions drew 

from previous studies around the globe according to which objective sociodemographic 

characteristics account for a low amount of explained variance in parental burnout (Arikan et 

al., 2020; Gannagé et al., 2020; Matias et al., 2020; Mousavi et al., 2020; Roskam et al., 2021; 

Stănculescu et al., 2020; Szczygieł et al., 2020), but they also show that, within a context of 

lockdown caused by the coronavirus pandemic, these objective sociodemographic 

characteristics continue to have a little predictive power.  

Although we had expected that the restrictive living conditions inherent in the context 

of the health crisis would have propelled parents in a downward spiral towards parental 

burnout, this was not the case. Yet, some slight changes were observed between the two 

periods. Special caution must nonetheless be taken while interpreting the results since the 

correlations are negligible and probably turned out statistically significant because of the large 

sample sizes.  

During the lockdown, the difference in parental burnout levels was lessened between 

mothers and fathers (mothers usually scoring higher than fathers on the parental burnout 

scale). We hypothesize that staying enclosed at home lifted up the Western societies 
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prescribes that pressurize mothers to be perfect (Christler, 2013, as cited in Meeussen & Van 

Laar, 2018). Another explanation for this phenomenon could be that, fathers, as of then 

cooped up in the house with partner and offspring, were more largely exposed to the daily 

hassle associated with parenting. Since the comparison was made between two independent 

samples, it makes it impossible to disentangle which explanation is best suited here. Also, 

being older as a parent seemed to decrease parental burnout during the lockdown, thereby 

suggesting that maturity and expertise in parenthood might be protective factors against 

parental burnout. The lockdown that isolated parents with young and little autonomous 

children found these parents even more exhausted than usual, probably due to the absence of 

practical (e.g., day care) and emotional external support to alleviate the very demanding job 

of caring for toddlers (Parkes, Sweeting, & Wight, 2015). Surprisingly, the lockdown did not 

exacerbate the precarious situation of single parents.  

Although counter-intuitive, situational factors (or the specific restrictive living 

conditions ensuing from governmental decisions to fight the Covid-19 pandemic) were found 

to account for a very low amount of explained variance in parental burnout. By all accounts, 

assuming the central role played by the cognitive appraisals made by the parents about their 

own parenting circumstances, is the key to understanding why statistical models that only 

include objective socio-demographics and/or situational predictors remain hardly predictive 

of parental burnout.  

The positive and negative appraisals made by the parents about the impact that the 

health crisis has had on their parenthood, revealed themselves as potent underlying factors to 

explain an important proportion of variance in parental burnout. In the case of mediation, it 

appeared that the favorable or the deleterious sociodemographic environment of the parents 

steers them towards– respectively– positively or negatively appraising their parenting 

circumstances. Furthermore, we observed that risk factors could be mitigated (moderating 
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shield effect) or exacerbated (moderating aggravating effect) once moderated by positive or 

negative appraisals respectively. When risk factors are moderated by negative appraisals, they 

become highly predictive of parental burnout and put the parent at higher risk for the 

condition. 

Hence, the results related to the mediation and the moderation analyses convey the 

compelling message that sociodemographic and situational risk factors for parental burnout 

do not represent such a heavy risk for parental burnout, unless they are mediated and/or 

moderated by cognitive processes tinged with negativity. Although preliminary, these results 

call for additional experimental studies that would refine our understanding of the mediation 

and moderation role of cognitive appraisals in parental burnout. If cognitive appraisals are 

systematically found to play both a mediation and a moderation role, it will be further 

informative to conduct research that would seek to find out how these two mechanisms can be 

combined in a unique model.  

This research represents a milestone since it reveals that cognitive processes, and more 

specifically, cognitive appraisals, are truly and importantly operative in parental burnout. 

These groundbreaking findings raise significant social and health issues of direct applied 

relevance and will hopefully be echoed by governmental authorities. It is high time 

policymakers allocated additional resources to social, clinical and educational sectors whose 

task would consist in highlighting the efficacy and the qualities of the individual in his or her 

parenting role (breeding ground for positive cognitive appraisals) instead of focusing 

primarily on the aspects that have yet to be improved (breeding ground for negative cognitive 

appraisals). Likewise, positive psychology can make an important contribution to the joint 

endeavor by helping parents to hold generalized favorable expectancies about their parenting 

competences and by calling upon their self-benevolence and self-compassion; powerful 
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pathways towards lightening the crippling burden imposed by the omnipresence of moralizing 

positive parenting policy campaigns.  

These findings also demand a revision of the current etiological model of parental 

burnout (Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018): cognitive appraisals should be integrated in the 

model. More than the objective imbalance between stressors and resources, our results 

suggest that it is the perceived imbalance between stressors and resources that leads to 

parental burnout.  

Revisiting the essence of the genesis of parental burnout in the light of cognitive 

appraisals has the potential to bring about crucial advances in the domain of parental burnout 

research, which will not only serve cognitive science (Mikolajczak, Gross, & Roskam, 2021) 

but will also provide new avenues for prevention programs and effective treatments.  

 

4. Limitations and Future Directions 

Although this paper breaks new ground by showing the mediating and moderating role 

of cognitive appraisals in parental burnout, important limitations arise from this cross-

sectional and observational study. First, the subjects displaying missing data on the variables 

of interest in the study were listwise deleted. Therefore, we cannot exclude that a bias was 

introduced. Second, the underrepresentation of fathers in our sample makes it difficult to 

generalize our results. Long-established gender roles often give mothers more agency when it 

comes to parenting topics. This might be the key to understanding why there was much less 

incentive for fathers to enroll in the study (and in parenting studies more generally). Third, the 

study design does not allow to infer causation directions. Whether cognitive appraisals might 

be truly predictive of parental burnout, and whether they should be considered as a cause or as 

a consequence of parental burnout hence remains unclear. Finally, the cognitive appraisals 

measure would gain in robustness by investigating both primary appraisals (relevance of the 
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stressful situation to the individual) and secondary appraisals (coping potential of the 

individual) instead of just relying on a general positive versus negative interpretation of the 

situation. Despite the aforementioned limitations, the study paves the way for further 

promising research that would probe the role of cognitive processes in parental burnout. In 

that respect, this study calls for follow-up experimental studies that would manipulate the 

parents’ cognitive appraisals.  

5. Concluding Comment 

The present study revealed that objective sociodemographic characteristics are hardly 

any more predictive of parental burnout in a context of lockdown than usual. It further 

showed that situational factors (or the specific restrictive living conditions associated with the 

lockdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic) also constitute a poor candidate for the prediction of 

parental burnout. By contrast, cognitive appraisals were found to play a crucial mediating and 

moderating role in parental burnout. These findings pressingly call for research at the 

intersection of cognitive and applied sciences. 
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Table 1 
 
Sociodemographic Characteristics of Participants 
 

 

Note. (N = 1212) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Variables M SD Min Max 

Age  39.37 6.44 25 81 
Educational attainment  16.39 2.85 6 28 
Number of children aged from 0 to 4   0.63 0.76 0 6 
Number of children aged from 5 to 9 0.67 0.75 0 5 
Number of children aged from 10 to 14   0.46 0.71 0 5 
Number of children aged from 5 to 18   0.21 0.52 0 4 
Number of children aged 19 and over   0.13 0.44 0 4 
Living area of the house  158.65 78.45 30 1000 
Parental Burnout Assessment (total score) 33.48 31.95 0 137 
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Table 2 
 

Hierarchical Regression Results for Parental Burnout  
 

Variable B SE B b R2 DR2 

Step 1     0.14*** 0.15*** 

Constant -15.90 11.53    
Gender 9.09** 2.95 0.8   
Age  .12 .19 .02   
Educational attainment -.12 .31 -.01   
Family Type 2.00 1.55 .04   
Number of children living under the  
same roof  

2.73 2.26 .08   

Number of children aged 0-4 9.15** 2.81 .21   
Number of children aged 5-9 2.91 2.61 .07   
Number of children aged 10-14 -.45 2.81 -.01   
Number of children aged 15-18 -4.85 3.02 -.08   
Number of children aged 19 or more  -7.01 3.61 -.09   
Child living with physical, 
behavioral or psychological issues  

11.55*** 2.11 .15   

Parent living with physical or 
psychological issues 

7.48*** .93 .22   

House living surface -.02 .01 -.06   
Step 2 
 

   0.15** 0.01** 

Constant -23.56 13.41    
Gender 8.24** 2.95 .08   
Age  .06 .19 .01   
Educational attainment -.08 .31 -.01   
Family Type .60 1.62 .01   
Number of children living under the 
same roof 

2.96 2.25 .08   

Number of children aged 0-4 9.25** 2.80 .21   
Number of children aged 5-9 2.15 2.72 .05   
Number of children aged 10-14 -.89 2.88 -.02   
Number of children aged 15-18 -4.77 3.02 -.08   
Number of children aged 19 or more  -6.82 3.61 -.08   
Child living with physical, 
behavioral or psychological issues 

11.46*** 2.11 -.15   

Parent living with physical or 
psychological issues 

7.30*** .94 .22   

House living surface -.01 .01 -.03   
Workhome 1.21* .53 .06   
Homeschooling  -1.99 2.29 -.03   
Locked down with partner  3.08* 1.40 .07   
Outdoor 6.84* 3.03 .06   
Financial change  -.55 1.14 -.01   

 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p >.001. 
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Table 3 
 

Bivariate Relations Between Variables Under Consideration in the Mediation and Moderation Analyses.  
 
 

 Variable  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1 Positive appraisal  -          
2 Negative appraisal     -.45*** -         
3 Gender -.03    .09** -        
4 Children under 4        .11***     .12*** -.01 -       
5 Child living with physical, behavioral or 

psychological issues 
   -.13***     .15***   .03   -.17*** -      

6 Parent living with physical or 
psychological issues   

-.03     .12*** -.01 -.06*      .13*** -     

7 No work     -.09**    .09**  .06     .10**     .08**      .11*** -    
8 Extra Workload      .07*   -.06  .03     .09** -.01 -.02     .09** -   
9 Partner locked down  -.02 .05      .11*** -.06   .01   .01 -.02   .02 -  

10 Outdoor  -.04   .06*  .02   .06 -.02 -.02 -.04 -.05 -.07* - 
 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p >.001. 
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Figure 1  
 

Conceptual Models (Simplified Versions) of (a) the Mediated and (b) the Moderated 
Relationships Between Sociodemographic and Situational Predictors Respectively and 
Parental Burnout  
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Figure 2 
 

Positive and Negative Appraisals that Mediate the Relationship Between Sociodemographic 
and Situational factors Respectively and Parental Burnout  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p >.001. The coefficients presented are standardized.  
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Figure 3 
 

Significant Interaction Effects of Positive and Negative Appraisal Respectively in the 
Relationships Between Gender and Parental Burnout (Interaction Term 1), Child Aged Four 
or Under and Parental Burnout (Interaction Term 2) and Between Parent Living with 
Physical or Psychological Issues and Parental Burnout (Interaction Term 3)  
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Note.  X-scales range from -2 SD to 2 SD. The plotted interaction terms depict how:  
(i) gender predicts parental burnout scores at the mean value (or at ½1½ or ½2½ SD) 

of positive appraisals (interaction term 1) 
(ii) having a child aged four years old or under predicts parental burnout scores at 

the mean value (or at ½1½ or ½2½ SD) of positive appraisals (interaction term 2) 
(iii) having at least one physical or psychological problem as a parent predicts 

parental burnout scores at the mean value (or at ½1½ or ½2½ SD) of negative 
appraisals (interaction term 3).  

 
 
 
 


