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Objective: This work aimed to analyze parental
burnout (PB) and establish a comparison
between the times before (Wave 1) and during
(Wave 2) the COVID-19 pandemic.
Background: The COVID-19 pandemic
brought additional stress to families. The
pandemic could be particularly difficult for par-
ents experiencing parental burnout, a condition
that involves four dimensions: an overwhelming
sense of exhaustion, emotional distancing from
the child, saturation or a loss of fulfillment
with the parental role, and a sharp contrast
between how parents used to be and how they
see themselves now.
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Method: A quasi-longitudinal research design
was adopted, comparing two cross-sectional
studies among Portuguese parents (N = 995),
with an interval of 2 years between each wave of
data collection. Participants were surveyed vol-
untarily through an online questionnaire located
on the institutional web platform of the universi-
ties involved in the study. Multivariate analysis
of covariance was used to take into account the
associations among variables, alongside con-
trolling the possible confounding effects.
Results: Parents have overall higher parental
burnout scores in Wave 2 than Wave 1, with
increased exhaustion, emotional distancing, and
contrast, but decreased saturation. Although
parental burnout levels remain higher for moth-
ers across the two Waves, the growth is greater
for fathers than for mothers.
Conclusion: Reconciling childcare with paid
work is a stressful and new experience for many
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fathers. However, results suggest that even amid
a crisis, some parents had the opportunity to
deeply bond with their children.
Implications: We expect this work to encour-
age stakeholders to consider proper intervention
strategies to address potential parental burnout.
Also, initiatives that strengthen gender equity
within parenting context are needed.

This study aimed to shed light on how moth-
ers and fathers dealt with the lockdown during
the state of emergency in Portugal caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic response. On March
2, 2020, the first two cases of COVID-19 were
identified in Portugal. About 2 weeks later, with
two deaths and 642 positive cases (Direção
Geral de Saúde, 2020), the Portuguese govern-
ment declared a state of emergency. This meant
the closure of all schools, kindergartens, fac-
tories, shops, and business in general, except
those considered essential (Diário da República
Eletrónico [DRE], 2020a). People’s movement
between locations was restricted; online learning
was implemented and working from home was
recommended whenever possible. Also, the Por-
tuguese Government created a special financial
support scheme for workers with children under
12 years of age, so that parents could remain
with their children at home (DRE, 2020a). On
May 2, 2020, the unlocking period began and
the COVID-19 restriction measures were grad-
ually alleviated (DRE, 2020b). Daycare centers
and kindergartens reopened in June 2020, but all
schools maintained online learning until the end
of the school year on June 26, 2020, except for
11th- and 12th-grade students, who took some
regular lessons to prepare for higher education
entrance exams.

One of the impacts of the lockdown mea-
sures was the limitation of social contact with
extended family, close relatives, and friends.
Another striking impact for many families was
significant loss of income due to layoff measures
or job loss. For parents who had the opportu-
nity to continue their job activities from home,
being able to juggle both paid work and caring
for the family within the household was a major
challenge, especially for those who lived in a
low-income household or were in a situation of
vulnerability (Bradbury-Jones & Isham, 2020;
Craig & Churchill, 2020; Usher et al., 2020).

Homes became places for working, as well
as for the caring and teaching of young children

without the usual help or assistance granted by
the extended family, such as grandparents, or
collective childcare resources that Portuguese
families usually turn to (Prioste et al., 2017;
Wall, 2002). In fact, the preschool enrollment
rate in Portugal is quite high. In the 2017–2018
school year, 90.1% of children between the ages
of 3 and 5 years were enrolled in preschools
(Conselho Nacional de Educação, 2019).
With the lockdown, families lacked not only
institutional support but also extended family
support, recognized as a determinant bond
both from an affective and instrumental point
of view (Portugal, 2011). Indeed, relations
between grandparents and grandchildren are
highly valued in Portuguese society, assum-
ing important emotional, educational, and
instrumental support, in an important form
of intergenerational relations and solidarity
(Prioste et al., 2017; Ramos, 2012).

Lockdown and Parental Burnout

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought a num-
ber of stressful issues for both parents. With
all the family members at home indefinitely,
the amount of unpaid family work increased
substantially during the lockdown (Craig &
Churchill, 2020; McLaren et al., 2020). Unsur-
prisingly, recent research has been shown an
increased risk of distress for both parents and
children (Coyne et al., 2020; Griffith, 2020).

It can be demanding for parents to com-
bine the supervision of child(ren)’s homeschool-
ing while trying to work from home. More-
over, for parents who are not working from
home, going back and forth to work and the
concerns about potential contamination of their
homes are additional sources of stress. Overall,
parents are doing their best to maintain regu-
lar routines in everyday life and to create new
learning and entertainment activities for chil-
dren at home, providing a safe and positive
environment to help them express their feelings
(Cluver et al., 2020; Coyne et al., 202; Dalton
et al., 2020). Often, parents also experience con-
cerns regarding the needs of their elderly par-
ents whom they need to care for at a distance
and ensure their safety (Coyne et al., 2020; Grif-
fith, 2020; World Health Organization, 2020).

As a result of all these changes, emotional
well-being has been affected by increased
anxiety, loneliness, boredom, fear, sleep disor-
ders, changes in concentration, irritability, and
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uncertainty about the future, to name a few con-
cern (Gunnel et al., 2020; Röhr, 2020; Vinkers
et al., 2020). A survey carried out during the
first month of lockdown in Portugal revealed
that 82% (n = 160,157) of participants reported
feeling anxious, sad, or angry every day or
almost every day (Dias et al., 2020). With the
demands faced, these effects may be particularly
felt by parents.

Nowadays, parenting can be embedded with
parenting norms that pose high and impossi-
ble standards because there is a strong social
pressure for parents to excel in raising their
child (Prikhidko & Swang, 2020). These
high standards are a risk factor for parents’
stress and burnout (Roskam et al., 2018). In a
period of family confinement, this risk is likely
heightened, even more so for parents who have
already been experiencing difficulties in their
parental role (Griffith, 2020). These parents may
be at highest risk of burnout. Parental burnout is
a condition that involves four key dimensions:
an overwhelming sense of exhaustion related to
their parental role; emotional distancing from
the child(ren), limiting interactions to functional
or instrumental issues; saturation or a loss of joy
and fulfillment on their parental role, of feeling
fed up; and a contrast between how parents
used be and how they see themselves acting
now as a mother or father (Roskam et al., 2018).
It is important to note that parental burnout
differs from daily parental stress because it is
a prolonged exposure to overwhelming stress
related to parenting, with high demands and
limited resources. Therefore, parental burnout
results from a chronic imbalance of risks over
resources (Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018).

Hypothesis 1. Because lockdown measures seem
to increase the demands on parents, we expect par-
ents to report higher levels of parental burnout in
the dimensions mentioned earlier during restric-
tive pandemic lockdown measures than before.

Gender and Parental Burnout

Although both fathers and mothers are
usually full-time working parents (POR-
DATA/INE, 2020), gender inequalities in
the family sphere are a constant within the
Portuguese context. Indeed, even when moth-
ers have a full-time job or when fathers are
unemployed, mothers do the bulk of domestic
and childcare work (Aguiar et al., 2020; Matias

et al., 2012; Perista et al., 2016). Further, despite
the increasing involvement of fathers in child-
care, parenthood remains a domain strongly
affected by gender inequalities. Additionally,
the intensive mothering model prevails in Por-
tuguese society (César et al., 2018), placing
high standards on the mother in terms of her
total availability, attention, and dedication to
the child(ren). As a consequence, mothers who
adhere to this model tend to ignore their own
needs in an attempt to meet society’s expec-
tations and, therefore, are at an increased risk
of becoming overwhelmed. As these mothers
may always put their children first, they may
experience negative feelings more often, such
as anxiety, doubt, guilt, sadness, and loneliness
(César et al., 2018, 2020). According to the
literature, intensive mothering was conceptual-
ized as a series of predominant attitudes among
women from the middle to upper classes with a
high educational level (Rizzo et al., 2013).

Given this literature, it is unsurprising that
research indicates a higher average level of
parental burnout among mothers than fathers,
explained by social gender roles that reinforce
the representation of the mother as the child-
care expert while the father remains her assis-
tant (Matias et al., 2020; Roskam & Mikola-
jczak, 2020). Also, it is important to note that
mothers make up 87% of single-parent families
in Portugal, which means in 87% of cases, it is
the mother who lives with the children (Insti-
tuto Nacional de Estatística, 2014). Nonethe-
less, burnout appears to have more severe conse-
quences for fathers’ parental role than for moth-
ers’ role (Roskam & Mikolajczak, 2020). Specif-
ically, aggressive and neglectful behavior toward
children has been reported as more common
in fathers experiencing burn out thanin mothers
(Mikolajczak et al., 2018; Roskam & Mikola-
jczak, 2020).

Considering how work and family balance
usually plays along traditional gender roles
(Matias & Fontaine, 2015; Wall et al., 2016) and
also that Portuguese mothers tend to do the bulk
of domestic and childcare work in the home
(Perista et al., 2016), we expect that this dispar-
ity will be aggravated by the pandemic crisis.
Although the imposed lockdown required both
fathers and mothers to stay at home, this does
not mean that they fairly shared their responsi-
bility for family care (Craig & Churchill, 2020;
McLaren et al., 2020). This could bring an
additional burden, especially for women, and
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could potentially affect parents’ performance as
a caregiver. Recent work carried out in 18 coun-
tries reveals that COVID-19 is intensifying the
workload of women at home, as they are taking
on most household tasks and family care during
the pandemic (United Nations Women, 2020).
In support of the potential for difference in the
impact of the pandemic on families are reports
that social calamities (such as war, natural
disasters, or past disease outbreaks) often lead
women to increased vulnerability, exacerbating
gender burdens (Bradshaw & Fordham, 2015;
McLaren et al., 2020; Mondal, 2014).

Hypothesis 2. Therefore, in this current study,
we expect that mothers and fathers are deal-
ing differently with the changes caused by the
COVID-19 crisis and that with these differences
in dealing with pandemic-related changes, that a
greater difference in the fathers reporting levels of
burnout prior to the pandemic and fathers report-
ing during the pandemic in comparison to the dif-
ference in levels of burnout reported by mothers
prior reporting prior to the pandemic and mothers
reporting levels during the pandemic.

Current Study

In this study, our focus is to analyze parental
burnout levels, comparing levels of burnout
reported by a group of mothers and fathers
before confinement to levels reported by
a second group during home confinement.
To summarize, we expect levels of burnout
reported by both mothers and fathers prior
to the pandemic restrictive confinement to be
significantly lower than the levels reported
during the pandemic by a second group of
parents (Hypothesis 1). Second, we expect
gender differences in parental burnout, with
higher levels of women’s burnout (Hypothe-
sis 2). Finally, we expect gender differences
to be exacerbated by lockdown measures,
that is, to be of higher magnitude in Wave 2
(Hypothesis 3).

Method

Research Approach and Design

A quasi-longitudinal research design was
adopted by comparing two cross-sectional
studies among the same specific population
(Portuguese fathers and mothers, living with at
least one child under the age 18 years), although

different individuals were surveyed at each
time wave. The time interval between the two
periods of data collection was 2 years, that is,
in 2018 (pre-pandemic wave = Wave 1 [W1])
and 2020 (during pandemic lockdown wave =
Wave 2 [W2]). This research is part of a larger
project, involving more than 40 countries, called
International Investigation of Parental Burnout
(IIPB).

Participants

Data were collected from a sample of 995
Portuguese parents (406 from W1 and 589 from
W2). Participants in both Waves had at least one
child who was living at home. In both Waves,
68.3% of participants were mothers (50.5% and
80.8% for W1 and W2, respectively). On aver-
age, parents were 41.26 years old (SD = 6.89),
the mothers were on average 40.3 years old
(SD = 6.26), and the fathers were 43.4 years of
age (SD = 8.32). Mean age was 41.8 years (SD
= 8.06) for the W1 participants and 40.89 years
(SD= 5.96) for the W2 participants. Parents had,
on average, 16 years of education (SD = 3.72):
W1 parents had 14.86 years (SD = 3.84) and
W2 parents had 16.76 years (SD = 3.44) of
education. Approximately 85% of participants
were part of a two-parent family, 7.6% were
single parents; 4.9% of participants were part
of stepfamilies and 1.9% of multigenerational
families. Overall, the participants had from one
to five children, with 41% with one child and
48% with two. Most of respondents were work-
ing parents (93.1% of the W1 and 87.2% of the
W2 parents).

Participants from both Waves were compared
on sociodemographic variables (gender, age,
educational level, marital status, number of
biological children, number of children living
at home, job occupation) to sustain sample
equivalence and to identify possible confound-
ing variables. Samples from W1 and W2 were
equivalent in terms of families’ living situation
(kind of neighborhood), χ2(2) = 1.733, p =.420;
number of biological children, t(793,197) =
–.621, p = .544; and number of children liv-
ing at home, t(849,276) = .083, p = .934. As
expected, the percentage of working parents
was lower during the lockdown situation, χ2(1)
= 5.389, p =.020. However, the two samples
differed with respect to the proportion of male
and female participants, χ2(1) = 12.023, p
=.001; as there were more women in W2 than in
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W1. The samples differed in mean educational
levels, t(699) = 3.400, p =.001; with parent’s
education level being lower in W1 (M = 14.86,
SD = 3.84) than W2 (M = 16.76, SD = 3.45).
Age of the parents also was different across sam-
ples, F(1) = 4.067, p <.044, as parents in W1
were found to be slightly older (M = 41.80, SD
= 8.61) than those parents from W2 (M = 40.89,
SD = 5.96).

Procedures

This research has the approval of both the Ethics
Committee of the Faculty of Psychology and
Educational Sciences from the University of
Porto (FPCEUP-CE: 2017/12-12) and from
the Ethics Committee of the Centre for Social
Studies of the University of Coimbra (CES-UC:
2020/28-04).

At both Waves, data were collected through
an online survey located at institutional web plat-
forms from the universities involved in the study.
According to official data (Instituto Nacional de
Estatística, 2019), approximately 81% of Por-
tuguese households have access to the Inter-
net at home. Thus, the researchers followed
advertisements in various Internet pages (e.g.,
local government pages and school’s websites),
social media (e.g., Facebook groups aimed at
parents), and through professional networks and
associations.

Instruments

Parental burnout was measured by Parental
Burnout Assessment (PBA; Roskam
et al., 2018), adapted and validated to Por-
tuguese by Matias et al. (2020). This instrument
has been considered as the gold standard
to assess the experience of parental burnout
(Aunola et al., 2020). It is composed of 23
items distributed in the previously mentioned
four dimensions: emotional exhaustion (nine
items), contrast (six items), saturation (five
items), and emotional distancing (three items).
Cronbach’s alphas for the four subscales and
the global score were, respectively, .94, .89;
.83, .79, and .96 for the W1 and .95, .92, .93,
.78, and .97 for W2. The correlation among
PBA subscales, both in W1 and W2, is reported
in Table 1.

Sociodemographic data. Respondents pro-
vided sociodemographic data regarding their
age, level of education, employment situation,

Table 1. Pearson Correlation Among PBA Subscales

1 2 3 4

1. Exhaustion — .815** .935** .638**
2. Contrast .817** — .872** .750**
3. Saturation .714** .786** — .644**
4. Distancing .705** .785** .687** —

Note. For Wave 1, values are above the diagonal; for
Wave 2, values are displayed below the diagonal.

type of family, number of children in the
household, neighborhood features, and work
outside the home. W2 protocol also included
specific questions about how families were
coping with the COVID-19 pandemic and
the quarantine measures (number of days in
lockdown, employment situation during lock-
down, changes in family’s financial situation).

Data Analysis

Preliminary analyses on skewness and kurtosis
were performed to confirm the normal distri-
bution of PBA dimensions and PBA global
score, allowing the use of parametric statistical
analyses. Values of asymmetry lower than |3|
and of kurtosis lower than |10| were considered
sufficient to ascertain normal univariate distri-
bution (Kline, 2010). Another assumption for
this multivariate analysis is the homogeneity
of variance–covariance matrices, in particular
when sample sizes are highly divergent as is the
case here. The variances and covariances for
each group (Wave * gender) showed a ratio infe-
rior to 10:1 and the group with the larger sample
(women at W2) produced the larger variance
and covariances. Thus, the alpha levels pro-
duced are conservative and the null hypotheses
can be rejected with confidence (Tabachnick &
Fidell, 2012).

Multivariate analysis of covariance (MAN-
COVA) was used to take into account the
associations among dependent variables (the
four PBA subscale dimensions and total score)
and our independent variables (gender and
wave), alongside controlling the possible con-
founding effects of parental education and
age that were previously found to vary across
waves. To test Hypotheses 1, we compared
PBA dimensions and PBA global score between
W1 and W2. To test Hypotheses 2 and 3, we
included wave and gender as between subject
factors (2 × 2).
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Results

Analyses of Covariance in Parental Burnout

A MANCOVA with Wave and gender as
between-subjects factors and age and edu-
cational level as covariates was conducted.
Multivariate analyses (Pillai’s trace) identified a
significant effect of Wave, F(4, 964) = 66.285,
p <.001, ηp2= .216, and of gender, F(4, 964)
= 16.337, p <.001, ηp2= .063, as well as a
significant interaction effect between wave
and gender, F(4, 964) = 7.302, p <.001, ηp2=
.029. Also, effects of age, F(4, 964) = 10.418,
p <.001, ηp2= .041, and parent’s educational
level, F(4, 964) = 7.265, p <.001, ηp2= .029,
were found significant.

An increase of the levels on three dimensions
of the PBA was observed from parents in W1
to parents in W2: exhaustion, emotional distanc-
ing, and contrast; conversely, levels of satura-
tion decreased from W1 to W2. Wave differences
explained 1% to 3.5% of variance (see Table 2).

Concerning gender effects, mothers showed
higher levels of parental burnout than fathers,
in all dimensions, explaining 1% to 6.1% of
variation for each dimension. The interaction
effect, nonetheless, revealed that these height-
ened levels from fathers in W1 to fathers in
W2 were more pronounced with scores substan-
tially increased from W1 to W2, for exhaus-
tion, whereas mothers’ levels remained stable, as
shown in the Table 3. Saturation levels decreased
for both parents, but the decrease was more
pronounced for mothers than for fathers. The
increase of parental emotional distancing and
contrast from W1 to W2 did not vary accord-
ing to gender nor did the differences between
fathers and mothers vary from W1 to Wave 2 (see
Figure 1).

Conclusion

The impact of COVID-19 has been dramatic
worldwide—not just to individuals’ health but
also to societal and familial functioning. In this
article, we focused on the risks associated with
COVID-19–related home confinement for Por-
tuguese parents’ burnout, and explored how gen-
der is intertwined with this phenomenon. To
achieve this, we compared two groups of par-
ents, one group from before (W1) and one group
during (W2) the pandemic lockdown.

Our findings revealed not only significant
differences in reported parent burnout by the

parents in W1 and W2 for all dimensions but
the global score and also that mothers and
fathers were different in the before and after
pandemic lockdown waves. All dimensions
of PB increased from W1 to W2, except for
saturation, which decreased. When considering
just the gender main effect, gender differences
were found regardless of the Wave and parental
burnout dimension considered, with mothers
having higher levels in all parental burnout
dimensions than fathers; however, part of these
mean-level differences are shaped by the inter-
action with wave. Indeed, exhaustion levels
increased significantly for fathers from W1
to W2, whereas they remained unchanged for
mothers, and saturation levels decreased more
strongly for mothers than fathers. Emotional
distancing and contrast are not altered by wave
and gender interactions, and, considering only
unique effects, those are higher for mothers and
in W2.

We therefore, have partially confirmed our
first hypothesis, as we found fathers and moth-
ers in W2 reporting higher scores on exhaustion,
distancing, and contrast dimensions in compari-
son with those in W1, after controlled confound-
ing sociodemographic variables. This increase
may be linked to an increase of parents’ respon-
sibility for all routine family tasks and newly
acquired tasks related to the lockdown, such
as, homeschooling and work from home, as
well as receiving less external support, such as
preschool care or schools. Moreover, even for
after school activities, Portuguese families gen-
erally outsource care either resorting to institu-
tions that offer after-school activities or grand-
parents that can help them with the caring,
education, and socialization of their child(ren)
(Ramos, 2012; Wall, 2002). This outsourcing of
afterschool care occurs due to the high rates of
full-time work of both mothers and fathers, as
well as to their long workhours. However, during
lockdown, all these external sources of support
for childcare were limited or nonexistent and
parents had to run all family tasks while main-
taining their professional performance at home
amid a global health crisis.

Another result, however, does not support our
first hypothesis: Saturation was the only parental
burnout dimension that was lower for both moth-
ers and fathers in the Wave 2 pandemic lock-
down. In its definition, saturation entails the feel-
ing that parents no longer enjoy being with their
children. The pandemic lockdown has granted
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Table 2. Multivariate Analysis of Covariance for Wave and Gender (2b)

Effects Variables Wave 1 M (SD) Wave 2 M (SD) F p hp
2

Wave Global PB 20.63 (22.92) 26.53 (28.13) .68 .41 .001
Exhaustion 10.85 (11.32) 15.31 (14.04) 6.51 .01 .007
Saturation 4.68 (5.31) 2.86 (5.69) 45.76 .001 .045
Distancing 1.50 (2.37) 2.29 (3.30) 6.06 .01 .006
Contrast 3.60 (5.46) 6.06 (7.72) 6.91 .01 .007

Father Mother F p hp
2

Gender Global PB 13.68 (17.91) 28.96 (28.19) 44.31 .001 .044
Exhaustion 7.81 (9.65) 16.14 (13.76) 45.26 .001 .045
Saturation 2.06 (3.55) 4.30 (6.21) 47.57 .001 .047
Distancing 1.34 (2.42) 2.26 (3.17) 7.65 .006 .008
Contrast 2.47 (4.18) 6.26 (7.68) 33.59 .001 .034

Note. PB = parental burnout. Wave 1: N = 391; Wave 2: N = 582. Wave 2b: Father n = 306; Mother n = 667.

Table 3. The Multivariate Interaction Effect of Gender and Wave

Variables Wave 1 Wave 2 F p hp
2

Global PB F 10.96 (15.27) 18.40 (20.29) 2.82 .093 .003
M 30.15 (25.15) 28.46 (29.38)

Exhaustion F 5.63 (7.87) 11.58 (11.22) 4.86 .028 .005
M 15.99 (11.87) 16.20 (14.50)

Saturation F 2.43 (3.49) 1.41 (3.57) 7.31 .007 .007
M 6.90 (5.84) 3.21 (6.04)

Distancing F 1.04 (2.19) 1.88 (2.70) .33 .564 .00
M 1.54 (2.46) 2.39 (3.42)

Contrast F 1.86 (3.20) 3.54 (5.34) .03 .867 .00
M 5.32 (6.58) 6.66 (8.07)

Note. Wave 1: Father (F) n = 194; Mother (M) n = 197. Wave 2: Father n = 112; Mother n = 470.

parents more opportunities to share time and
activities with their children on a daily basis,
and this increase in shared time and activities
may have allowed them to bond in a manner
not previously possible due to the high num-
ber of working hours Portuguese parents usu-
ally work (Torres et al., 2014). The absence of
differences for global parental burnout scores is
easily explained because the increase of some of
its dimensions may be compensated for by the
decrease of another.

In our study, we observed gender differences
in all parental burnout indicators, confirming
Hypothesis 2. Mothers were more exhausted,
more saturated, and more emotionally distant
from their children than fathers. Mothers also
believed that they used to be a better mother
before the pandemic lockdown through which
they were living. As a result, a strong effect
size was found for mothers’ global parental

burnout score than for fathers. These results
are in line with other studies that highlight the
COVID-19 pandemic as a catalyst that rever-
berates in gender inequality among heterosexual
couples (Craig & Churchill, 2020) with women
being more burned out by the persistence of all
elements of the nuclear family at home.

Findings also revealed that the impact of pan-
demic lockdown on mothers and fathers was not
the same for some PBA dimensions, and these
results did not support our third hypothesis. We
had foreseen a worse impact of the pandemic
for women than for men because women assume
most domestic and parenting responsibilities.
However, we observed the opposite. Whereas
exhaustion level for mothers reporting in W1 to
mothers reporting in W2 was stable men’s lev-
els increased substantially. Mothers were more
exhausted than fathers, but their exhaustion lev-
els did not increase from that of mothers’ before
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Figure 1. Effects of Gender and Wave Interaction

the pandemic. This is not the case for fathers,
who felt much more exhausted during the pan-
demic than in the previous period. These results
suggest that wave differences are caused more
by the increment of fathers’ burnout levels than
that of mothers’.

This interesting finding can be understood if
we consider how work and family roles usually
interplay within the Portuguese family. Women
are typically found to have more strain in bal-
ancing their work and family roles because they
are seen as the irreplaceable caretaker of the
family, despite their high involvement in the
work sphere as well (Matias, 2019). Indeed, even
when women are working at a full-time job,
they perform the bulk of household and childcare
tasks (Aguiar et al., 2020; Perista et al., 2016).
Further, women’s pressure to place their chil-
dren’s needs before their own is higher than it
is for men (César et al., 2018). Indeed, past stud-
ies show that in parental dyads, women are the
ones who are using a greater number and vari-
ety of conciliation strategies to balance multiple
roles (Matias, 2019; Matias & Fontaine, 2015).

Therefore, the pandemic lockdown brought
no surprising demands for women, and the
novelty, perhaps, was only its duration; whereas
men had, perhaps for the first time, the need
to balance simultaneously their work and their

family caring, spending more time with chil-
dren, bearing the cries, shouting, and conflicts,
for example. Women had already developed
efficient strategies to balance work and family
roles, and men may not have had this experi-
ence. Thus, women’s “past experiences” and
the sense of efficacy developed in dealing with
such a challenge may have protected them from
feeling even more overwhelmed by the demands
of the new situation. These new demands may
have resulted in an acute sense of exhaustion for
men. Because the situation was new for them,
the men had no past experiences to rely on and
needed to create new strategies. Although men
may objectively still do less than their partners,
the men felt the parental role has draining their
emotional resources as never before. These
findings may complement previous research
(Roskam & Mikolojczak, 2020) that showed
fathers being more likely to burn out even before
risks outweighed their resources or because they
spend their resources more quickly in these new
situations.

In recent years, new forms of involved
fatherhood have arisen in Portugal (Wall &
Leitão, 2017). Fathers are now expected to
be active in caring for their children, and the
pandemic lockdown could have been the oppor-
tunity for men both to implement this new model
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of active caring and to feel its consequences,
both positively (enjoying time with children)
and negatively (feeling exhausted). In fact, the
father’s saturation level decreased significantly
from W1 to W2, even if the mother’s saturation
level decreased more sharply.

Another alternative explanation is that per-
haps a change of mindset has influenced fathers’
attitude toward their role as parents. In light of
cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957)
and in view of the tension between the obliga-
tion to stay at home and the difficulties of being a
full-time parent and experiencing negative emo-
tions in this role, parents would seek to reduce
such dissonance, changing their personal atti-
tude and framing their time with their children
as being more positive or less negative. Fol-
lowing this reasoning, it was possible, for some
parents, to enjoy their parental role even while
stressed due to lockdown. This assumption, of
course, requires further investigation. But the
question arises as to whether this secondary
gain from the lockdown will remain in the long
term after the pandemic crisis, with mothers and
fathers resuming their previous family and work
routines.

Study Strengths and Limitations

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first
study in the Portuguese context that focuses
on parental burnout during the pandemic.
Although women were overrepresented in the
pandemic-related second wave and the majority
of participants were highly educated parents, our
results are informative in relation to furthering
understanding of families’ experiences of the
pandemic response. In this research, to control
confounding effects of sociodemographic sam-
ple differences, we included gender, educational
level, and parent’s age as between-subject fac-
tors or covariates in our analyses. However, we
are aware that our result cannot be generalized
to less educated parents. In future work, it might
be important to encompass a broader strategy to
recruit parents, particularly men and less edu-
cated parents. Further, researchers also should
consider adding complementary procedures
(such as interviews and observations), as sug-
gested by Blanchard and colleagues (2020). In
addition, a dyadic approach addressing parental
burnout within the family could highlight com-
pensatory or cumulative processes between
parents.

All variables were self-report measures, with
associated memory biases and social desirability
factors. Additionally, although having compara-
ble characteristics, Wave 1 and Wave 2 parents
were not the same participants in each Wave. In
relation to research design, the pandemic con-
text made an online data collection was the safest
available option. However, this introduces a lim-
itation that ought to be acknowledged. We were
reporting parents’ differences on their own per-
ception of reality before and after pandemic
lockdown and not more objective indicators of
experience.

We expect this work to encourage stakehold-
ers (e.g., family therapists, social workers, and
health professionals) to better understand the
effects of the COVID-19 crisis in mental health,
such as, for example, increasing parents’ stress,
especially for fathers, to help practitioners con-
sider parental burnout while working with fami-
lies. It is important to note that these effects are
probably not restricted to the lockdown period
but might be extended to the periods after this
current crisis (Griffith, 2020). Therefore, fur-
ther studies are warranted to carefully consider
proper intervention strategies toward burned-out
parents.

Implications

Considering that risks and resources theory
(Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018) postulates that
parental burnout is an imbalance between the
demands of parents’ expectations of them-
selves and the availability of resources available
to meet those expectations or demands, we
address some recommendations to practitioners
and family therapists. First, it is important to
identify, within the constraints imposed by
the pandemic, some protective factors that
can help parents relieve their stress before it
becomes chronic. In addition, it is crucial also
to manage parents’ expectations of themselves
or what they perceive as others’ expectations
for them because self-oriented and socially
prescribed perfectionism are risk factors for
parental burnout (Sorkkila & Aunola, 2020).
In fact, if the demands for being a perfect
parent is higher even at the best of times, in
a time of crisis the resources needed to meet
those demands are likely to be insufficient
(Griffith, 2020).

Finally, as we mentioned before, for parents
who are working from home, while having
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a greater opportunity to participate in their
child(ren)’s daily life, the lack of separation
between work and home can become a burden.
Therefore, more than ever, coparenting is an
important aspect to work on because partners
can play a key role in supporting (or undermin-
ing) both each other’s professional careers and
their parental roles. In addition, partners should
(re)think division of family tasks because being
at home 24 hours a day, 7 days a week offers
an unprecedented opportunity to work both
to balance work requirements and to increase
one’s relative contribution to household chores
and childcare, creating a fair division of unpaid
work between the couple and easing the other’s
burden.

This study also may contribute to public poli-
cies aimed at families during the pandemic and
in its aftermath. Policymakers should take into
account the importance of mental health pre-
vention strategies for parents, providing open
access to online resources (Cluver et al., 2020).
Another useful strategy may be to offer remote
psychological support to parents, for example,
through a helpline operated by psychologists and
other mental health professionals. Especially for
fathers, who may be more reluctant to share
their feelings and concerns with another per-
son, self-directed parenting interventions dis-
played in materials such as brochures, e-books,
videos, and mobile apps can be an effective
way to offer advice on how to avoid parental
burnout during these peculiar times. In addi-
tion, initiatives are needed to strengthen gender
equity in the context of parenting, such as the
PARENT project, which aims to engage men
in parenting through the Program P approach
and to promote a more equal division of unpaid
work. Finally, public policies should consider
extended economic support for parents who
lost their jobs or were under layoff measures,
more flexible work schedules, thus enhancing
the work–family support.
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