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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to investigate to what extent perceived Covid19-crisis intensity (PCCI) leads to the experience of parental burnout (PB), a syndrome characterized by exhaustion, emotional detachment from children and sense of inefficacy in the role as parent. The mediating role of work-family conflict (WFC) is examined. The buffering effect of perceived support from the organization (PSO) on the relationship between work-family conflict and parental burnout is also explored.  266 working parents with at least one child living at home.  PCCI was positively related to the experience of parental burnout. Moreover, WFC mediated this relationship. No significant interaction effect was found for PSO, however it was found that PSO is negatively related to PCCI and WFC, and indirectly to parental burnout. The  how the perceptions of the negative changes connected with the pandemic and with the lockdown regulations increase the experience of parental burnout and work-family conflict. As organizational support is shown to reduce the level of intensity perceived, organizations are urged to develop practices of support and to create a supportive environment. 
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     Introduction 
Ever since its outbreak in the end of 2019, the Covid-19 pandemic has not only caused an increasing number of infections and fatalities, but also enormous changes to the world of work and daily lives (Banerjee & Rai, 2020). Governments and companies were urged by the World Health Organization to take drastic measures to prevent or contain the spread of the disease. 
great amount of the workforce has seen a transformation in their work dispositions (Rudolph et al., 2020). 


	The purpose of this research 
is to examine how the transformations related to Covid-19, in terms of work pressure and social isolation, impacted a particularly vulnerable category: parents. The reasons for parents to be a population at risk during the pandemic regard their concerns about the physical and economic health of their family, about their ability to inform and reassure their children about Covid-19, about the outcomes of their children’s isolation and homeschooling, and about the often-unsupported management of both family and work demands (Fontanesi et al., 2020). In fact, while the abrupt modification in work arrangements caused an increase in work stress, the closure of schools and care facilities often demanded parents to simultaneously handle homeschooling and extra childcare responsibilities (Carnevale & Hatak, 2020). The experience of incompatible pressure arising at the same time in the work and in the family domains, called work-family conflict (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985), is a further challenge with which parents have had to cope during the pandemic (Caligiuri et al., 2020). The struggle to achieve balance between the work and the family sphere, which both have exerted higher demands than usual, may lead - or have led - to negative health-related outcomes. 	This study will focus on parental burnout, a psychological and physical condition affecting those parents who experience a collapse in the ability to cope with chronic, overwhelming stress (Mikolajczak et al, 2018). This syndrome is distinct, although parallel, to the syndrome of job burnout, and it is characterized by exhaustion, emotional detachment from one’s children and a deep sense of inefficacy in the role of parent (Roskam et al., 2017). Parental burnout has been found to associate with various behaviors such as depressive symptoms, sleep disorders, addictive behaviors, conflicts with the partner, escape ideation and child neglect or abuse (Kawamoto et al., 2018; Mikolajczak et al., 2018; Van Bakel et al., 2018). 
Potential antecedents of parental burnout have been traced in socio-demographic factors, particularities of the child, parental traits and behaviors, and family functioning (Mikolajczak et al., 2017). However, little is known about the role played by disruptive events, such as a pandemic. 
	The extent to which the pandemic affects work-family conflict and subsequent parental burnout may depend on how organizations respond to their staff’s needs of security, reassurance, stability and affiliation (Emmett et al., 2020). The employee’s perception of the treatment and appreciation received by the organization is named perceived organizational support (POS; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002).  
.
Altogether, the purpose of the present study is to contribute to parental burnout literature, enhancing knowledge around its potential risk factors. In particular, it aims at providing insight into the extent to which parental burnout insurgence may be influenced by the perceived intensity of the Covid-19 situation, in terms of social isolation and work-related psychological risk factors. As this pandemic is unlikely to terminate soon (Charumilind et al., 2020), and the incidence of future pandemics is not to be excluded (Gill, 2020), it is of interest to have a full understanding of the psychological impact of lockdowns, quarantines and restrictions. Specifically, parental burnout is a social issue that not only shows negative symptoms on the parents experiencing this phenomenon, both in terms of health and productivity, but it also affects their relationship with their partner and the wellbeing and safety of their children (Mikolajczak et al., 2019). For this reason, knowing the risk factors that may facilitate its incidence may be of great societal relevance. Moreover, comprehending the mitigating effect of organizational support on parental burnout is significant for HR management, which can play a key role in guiding organizations in preventing this phenomenon from happening by applying policies and practices of support. Overall, this study aims at answering the following research questions:
RQ1: To what extent is parental burnout (T1 and T2) influenced by the perception of Covid-19 intensity (Time1 and Time 2), family tensions related to attitudes on vaccination and infection precaution (T2) measures and is this relationship mediated by work-family conflict (T1 and T2)?     
RQ2: To what extent does perceived support from the organization buffer the relationship between work-family conflict and parental burnout?
In the full paper we will develop the following hypotheses:
     
H1: Perceived Covid19-Crisis Intensity is positively related to parental burnout






               
     
     Methods
Research design
A quantitative research was conducted to investigate the aforementioned hypotheses by data collection via online questionnaires, which were considered as the fastest and cheapest way to reach as many respondents as possible, especially during times of lockdown. A      longitudinal      design was used with data measured one year apart (March/April 2021 and 2022)      
Procedure
Ethic approval was received before starting recruiting the participants. The questionnaire was distributed during March/April 2021 through a link to a web-based multilingual questionnaire (language options: Italian and English), which was sent via email and other social media to people in the researchers’ networks. In March/April 2022 we reached out the respondents, with a small flyer visualizing the 2021 main findings and a link to the follow-up questionnaire.	 The aim of the study was explained before the questionnaire started both in the participation invitation and, more extensively, in the front page of the web-based questionnaire. In this page, anonymity and confidentiality were guaranteed. In addition, a verification and informed consent form was included and filled in by respondents in order to verify themselves as existing persons and to sign up for participation in future research (Appendix A). Respondents created a unique ID, unrelated to any personal information, in order to match the data for 2021 and 2022.
Participants
The total number of respondents in 2021 was 387. Participants who completed less than 50% of the questionnaires were excluded, because they did not provide enough responses on the main constructs. Furthermore, as this research focuses on the possible parental burnout experienced by working parents with children to take care of daily, respondents who were not parents and who did not have any children living at home were excluded. As it was assumed that pandemic-related modifications in the working conditions would not have a sufficient impact on subjects working less than 12 hours per week, also participants who worked less than 12 contract and actual hours per week were excluded. Hence, the analyses for Time 1 were carried out on a sample of 286 subjects. At the time of submission of this developmental paper, data for Time 2 are being collected. The Time 1 sample consists  of 63 men (22%), 222 women (77.6%) and one with non-specified gender (0.4%).  Their average age was 44.6, ranging from 30 to 64 years old (SD = 6.886). 259 (90.6%) of the respondents were married or cohabiting, 24 (8.4%) of the respondents were single, divorced or widowed and two (0.7%) were in a relationship but not cohabiting. The number of children living at home ranged from 1 to 4 (M =1.8, SD = .71), the average age of the oldest child was 10.88 years old (SD = 6.04) and the average age of the youngest child was 8.22 years old (SD = 5.53), both ranging between 0 and 20. 106 (37.5%) stated that in the past year they have dedicated less or the same amount of time to their children's care as the years before, while the rest (62.5%) have spent more or much more time taking care of their children. Furthermore, the number of working hours per week was on average 36.38 (SD = 10.96). 175 respondents (61.1%) worked from home at least one or two days per week, of which 63 (36%) worked from home three or four days per week and 75 (42.9%) everyday. 181 participants (63.3%) agreed to participate in a follow up research.
Measures
     Perceived Covid19-Crisis Intensity (PCCI) at Time 1
 was measured with a scale composed of 24 items derived from two scales that were adapted for the current Covi
d19-
     
Crisis. The first part consisted of a shortened and adapted version (21 items) of the Short Inventory to Monitor Psychological Hazards (SIMPH     
,
 Notelaers      
et al.,
     
2007).     
Items were modified in order to specifically address the comparison between pre- and post-Covid-19 outbreak. Example items were “Compared to the period preceding Covid-19, I now have to work harder to complete any work task” or “Compared to the period preceding Covid-19, it's now easier to ask my colleagues for help”. The second part was measured with
     
const
 by the three      
items of the social loneliness scale (Gierveld, 2006). Example items were: “I miss having people around me” and “There are plenty of people I can rely on when I have problems''. For both parts, respondents were asked to answer with regard to the year following the initial outburst of the pandemic. The instructions given were: “Please, answer the following statements reflecting on the differences between the period before and the period after the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic”. All items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree. In order to test the validity of the scale and to examine its underlying structure, an exploratory factor analysis was conducted. Four components were found and were named as such: (1) Struggle and Confusion, (2) Lack of Social Support, (3) Lack of Autonomy, (4) General Isolation, respectively with Eigenvalues of 4.57 (explaining 22.86% of the variance), 2.87 (14.34%), 2.41 (12.06%) and 1.51 (7.56%). Reliability of the overall scale was tested through Cronbach's Alpha, which was .82, indicating good internal consistency (George & Mallery, 2018). For each subscale, Cronbach’s Alpha was respectively .82 (Struggle and Confusion); .82 (Lack of Social Support); .76 (Lack of Autonomy); .81 (General Isolation). 
Perceived Covid19-Crisis Intensity (PCCI) at Time 2. The same items were used at Time 2, but the instructions were adapted to the current situation. An example item is “Compared to last year, I now have to work harder to complete any work task” or “Compared to last year, it's now easier to ask my colleagues for help”
	Parental burnout (PB) Time 1 and Time 2. was evaluated using a scale constructed through the combination of Parental Burnout Inventory (PBI) (Roskam et al., 2017) and Parental Burnout Assessment (PBA) (Roskam et al., 2018). PBI contains three dimensions (emotional exhaustion, emotional distancing and inefficacy), while PBA also entails an additional dimension (contrast with previous self).  Hence, the scale consisted of 12 items, nine of which pertained to PBI (for instance: “I accomplish many valuable things as a parent”), while three were drawn from PBA (for example: “I tell myself that I’m no longer the parent I used to be''). The reasons behind this assemblage draw from the fact that, while PBA’s fourth was considered fundamental, PBI presents statements that were valued as less repetitive. Respondents were asked to respond on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.      Cattel’s scree plot strongly suggested the use of one factor, with  Eigenvalue was 6.24 (52%). Cronbach’s alpha was .91, which means the scale has good internal consistency. 
To measure Work-family conflict (WFC) Time 1 and Time 2, six items were adopted out of the eighteen-item-scale developed by Carlson and colleagues (2000). The items assessed to what extent private life and family activities affect the work domain and vice versa. One example item is: “The time I spend with my family often causes me not to spend time on activities at work that could be helpful to my career”. Some of the statements were slightly modified in order to include the possibility of teleworking. For instance: “I am often so emotionally drained when I get home from work that it prevents me from contributing to my family” was changed into: “I am often so emotionally drained when I finish working that it prevents me from contributing to my family”. Respondents were asked to answer on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. Through the PCA, one factor was found for this scale at Time 1, with the Eigenvalue = 3.23 explaining 53.84% of the variance. Cronbach’s alpha was .83, thus indicating the scale to be reliable.
	Perceived support from the organization (PSO) Time 1 and Time 2 was assessed through a 16-item scale constituted of items deriving from two different scales and two self-developed items that specifically addressed the organizational behaviors during the pandemic. The first seven items were drawn from the short version of the Survey of Perceived Organizational Support (SPOS) developed by Eisenberger and colleagues (1986). Example items are: “My organization values my contribution to its wellbeing” and “If my organization could hire someone to replace me at a lower salary, they would''. Seven other items were adopted from the scale developed by Allen (2001) to measure Family-Supportive Organizational Perceptions (FSOP). Example items are: “My organization assumes that the most productive employees are those who put their work before their family life” and “My organization believes that employees should be given ample opportunity to perform both their job and their personal responsibilities as well”. Two more items were added in order to focus on the pandemic-related behaviors: “During the pandemic, my organization has provided specific instructions on how to act and behave” and “During the pandemic, my organization offered to help me more than usual”. For all items, respondents were asked to assess on a Likert five-point scale ranging from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree. At Time 1, Cattel’s scree plot only identified one factor. Its Eigenvalue was 8.00 and explained 50.02% of the variance. Cronbach’s alpha was .93.
Finally, control variables were included to see whether there are spurious relations affecting the relationships in the proposed conceptual model. The control variables were gender, age, number of children living at home, youngest child’s age, change in time spent with children, working status, work hours and telework. 
Statistical analysis
     For Time 1 we here report the initial analyses using Hayes’ PROCESS (Hayes, 2017). When data for Time 2 are collected all models will be estimated with SEM modeling, allowing examination of path models and (for most models) causal relationships. 

Results
Descriptive statistics and correlations (Time 1)
The means (M), standard deviations (SD) and significant correlations for each main variable and control variable are presented in Table 3. As expected, there is a positive significant correlation between PCCI and parental burnout (r = .45, p < .01), meaning that the more the crisis is perceived to be intense, the more parental burnout is experienced. A significant correlation was also found between work-family conflict and parental burnout (r = .50, p < .01) and between perceived PCCI and work-family conflict (r = .38, p < .01). A significant negative relationship was found between PSO and all of the three above mentioned variables: parental burnout, PCCI and work-family conflict (respectively: r = -.28, r = -.43, r = -.28, p < .01). This means that perceiving a supportive attitude from the organizations is associated with the experience of lower pandemic intensity, parental burnout and work-family conflict. Moreover, a significant positive relationship was found between gender and parental burnout (r =.23, p < .01) and between gender and PCCI (r =.19, p < .01), which suggested that women experience more Covid-19 intensity and parental burnout than men do. Other interesting positive correlations were found between PCCI and the number of children living at home (r = .16, p < .01), meaning that a higher number of children is associated with higher perception of Covid-19 crisis; between PCCI and the number of working hours (r =.17, p < .01), meaning that those who work more hours per week experience higher Covid19 intensity; between work-family conflict and highest education received (r = .16, p < .01), meaning that those who have a higher level of education are more likely to experience work-family conflict; between work-family conflict and the age of the youngest child (r = .-19, p = <.01), meaning that work-family conflict is more likely to be experienced among parents who have younger children; between work-family conflict and the increase in time dedicated to children (r = .21, p < .01) and between work-family conflict and the number of working hours (r =.17, p < .01), meaning that the subjects who worked a higher amount of hours were more likely to experience work-family conflict. Furthermore, PSO was found to correlate with gender (r = -.14, p < .05), meaning that men perceive their organizations to be more supportive than women do and with working status (r = .20, p < .01), meaning that employees perceive less support from their organizations than workers in other positions do. Telework was found to have a significant negative relationship with PCCI (r = -.11, p < .05) and a positive relationship with PSO (r = .12, p < .05), meaning that the more one worked from home, the less they perceived the Covid-19 crisis and the more they perceived support from their organization.
Since some correlations with control variables were found, a one-way between-groups multivariate analysis of variance was performed to investigate differences among groups. The variables used were PCCI, parental burnout, WFC, PSO, gender, age, nationality, highest education, marital status, change in time spent with children, number of children, age of the youngest child, working status, actual working hours and telework. Preliminary assumption testing was conducted to check for normality, linearity, univariate and multivariate outliers, homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices, with no violations noted. No significant differences between groups were found. 
Model and hypotheses
PROCESS model 4 of Hayes was applied to test Hypothesis 1 and hypothesis 2.  Hypothesis 1a stated that perceived Covid19-crisis intensity positively influences parental burnout, and hypothesis 2 stated that this relationship is mediated by work-family conflict. A positive significant relationship was found between PCCI and parental burnout (direct effect = .40, SE = .09, 95% CI (.23, .57)) meaning that higher perceived intensity of the Covid19 crisis results in greater probability of parental burnout insurgence. This confirms the first hypothesis. 
The results also show a positive indirect effect of PCCI on parental burnout through WFC (indirect effect = .23, SE = .05, 95% CI (.14, .33)). This means that perceiving high levels of crisis intensity increases conflicts between the family- and the work-domain, and this in turn raises the probability of parental burnout development. This allows confirmation of Hypothesis 2. Control variables were entered in the model. Gender had a significant effect on parental burnout (B = .32, p = .00), indicating that women are more likely to experience parental burnout. The number of work hours and telework had a significant effect on work-family conflict (B = .02, p = .00; B = .08, p = .00), meaning that working a higher number of hours per week and working from home a higher number of days per week positively influence the probability of experiencing work-family conflict. Results are presented in Table 4.
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Model 14 was applied to test the third hypothesis. Hypothesis 3 stated that perceived support from the organization buffers the impact of work-family conflict on parental burnout such that the positive relationship is weaker for those with a perception of positive organizational support than for those perceiving a negative supporting attitude from the organization. Results do not show any significant moderating effect. The results are presented in Table 5
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Hypotheses were also tested considering each subfactor as the independent variable. Model 4 was used to test mediation. Interestingly, a significant direct effect (direct = .24, SE = .06, 95% CI (.13, .35)) on parental burnout was only found for the first factor of PCCI (struggle and confusion), meaning that the more work fatigue was experienced, the more parental burnout symptoms emerged. Significant indirect effects were found for the first, the second and the fourth factor (Struggle and confusion: indirect =.15, SE =.03, 95% CI (.09, .22); Lack of social support: indirect = .07, SE = .03, 95% CI (.01, .14); General isolation: indirect = .08, SE =.02, 95% CI (.03, .13)). This means that struggle, lack of support and general isolation were related to work-family conflict, which in turn is associated with parental burnout. No significant relationship (neither direct or indirect) was found between the third factor of PCCI (Lack of autonomy) and parental burnout, meaning that the lack of autonomy does not significantly relate with parental burnout. The significance of indirect relationships between factors 1, 2 and 4 with parental burnout, and the insignificance of the indirect relationship between factor 3 and parental burnout were confirmed through the Sobel test (Appendix E). Model 14 was used to test the moderating effect of PSO. For none of the dimensions a significant interaction effect of PSO was found.
Additional analyses: The role of PSO 
So far, findings showed no significant moderation effect of PSO on the relationship between work-family conflict and parental burnout. However, PSO was found to negatively correlate with all the other main variables (Table 3). Based on this, a different model was hypothesized. The underlying thought was as follows: one important factor influencing the experience of the pandemic intensity could reside in PSO itself. Positive perceptions of the organizational attitude towards the employee’s well-being and private needs may itself reduce the perception of the pandemic intensity. Vice versa, perceiving one’s own organization as unsupportive, careless of its employees needs and resistant to flexibility could be the reason for experiencing higher levels of Covid-19 intensity, in terms of struggle, confusion, technostress, higher workload, lack of help from colleagues and supervisors, demanding work pace, reduced autonomy, general feelings of isolation. Furthermore, supportive attitudes and behaviors from the organization could reduce the level of work-family conflict, as they may serve as job resources.
Hayes’s model 6 (Figure 4) was used to test this hypothesis. As expected, the direct effect of perceived support from the organization on parental burnout was not significant (p = .59). However, the indirect effects of PSO on PB through the mediation of PCCI and the mediation of both mediators were significant (total indirect = -.19, SE = .04, 95% CI (-.27, -.12); through the mediation of PCCI, indirect = -.10, SE =.03, 95% CI (-.16, -.05); through the mediation of PCCI and WFC, indirect = -.04, SE =.02, 95% CI (-.09, -.03)). The significance of the negative relationship between PSO and PCCI (B = -.27; p = .00) is relevant as it confirms the hypothesis stating that a positive perception of the organizational support diminishes the level of perceived pandemic intensity. The number of children is significantly positively related to PCCI (B = .13; p = .00), meaning that PCCI is higher for parents with more children. Unexpectedly, the number of work hours is negatively related to PCCI (B = -.01; p = .04), meaning that the more hours one works, the less pandemic intensity is perceived.
      
Preliminary Discussion & Conclusions
The objective of the study for the first data wave, Spring 2021 was to investigate the relationship between pandemic perceived intensity, characterized by work fatigue and general feelings of loneliness, and parental burnout, a recently developed construct defined by parental emotional exhaustion, detachment from one’s own children, feelings of low self-efficacy and the acknowledgment of a discrepancy with the previous self. The role of supportive organizational attitudes was also investigated. Results showed that perceiving a high level of crisis intensity may lead to the emergence of symptoms of parental burnout, and may increase the levels of work-family conflict, which is itself a cause of parental burnout. Unexpectedly, organizational support at Time 1 did not show any buffering effect in this relationship. However, organizational behaviors and attitudes that support employees’ wellbeing and allow flexible management of work and personal needs were found to directly impact and reduce the perceptions of the crisis intensity. This means that organizations, through the implementation of supportive policies and practices and the establishment of a supportive environment, might have the power, and the responsibility, to act upon crisis perceptions and, consequently, upon work-family conflict and parental burnout. 
 We are currently collecting the second data wave, Spring 2022 to be able to examine how parents currently experience the intensity of the pandemic, work family conflict and parental burnout. Moreover, we also examine whether family tensions that may have emerged from different attitudes concerning vaccination and infection precaution measures (e.g. Greenpass). We expect these tensions to exacerbate the perceived intensity of the pandemic and subsequently work-family conflict.
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Table 5

Regression analysis predicting work-family conflict (WFC) and parental burnout (PB) with the moderation of PSO (Model 14)

Work-family conflict Parental burnout
Predictor variable B SE t B SE t
constant .06 58 -10 -81 73 L1l
1.Gender 15 13 121 33 A1 2.88%%
2.Age -01 .01 -.68 .01 .01 73
3.Children =12 .07 -1.72 A1 .06 1.80
4.Lastborn -.02 .01 -1.21 .00 .01 .04
5.Time children 12 .06 1.98% .00 .05 -.05
6.WS .14 .14 1.00 -.16 12 -1.26
7. Work hours .02 .00 3.66%* .01 .00 1.67
8. Telework .09 .03 2.73%% .02 .03 73
9.PCCI .67 .09 7.30%* 38 .09 4.02%%
10.WFC 31 18 171
11.PSO -.06 15 -43
12.WFC x PSO .01 .05 .25
N 249
R? .29 38
F 10.63%* 12.08%*

Note. *p < .05. ** p< 01

Gender: 0 = male; 1 = female

Children = number of children living at home

Lastborn = age of the youngest child

Time children = increase in time dedicated to children
WS = working status (0 = employees: 1 = other positions)
B = unstandardized coefficient
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Table 4

Regression analysis predicting work-family conflict and parental burnout (Model 4)

‘Work-family conflict Parental burnout
Predictor variable B SE t B SE t
constant -.08 57 -13 -87 .50 -1.76
1.Gender .16 13 1.25 32 A1 2.96**
2.Age -01 .01 -.58 .00 .01 39
3.Children -11 .07 -1.67 .09 .06 1.55
4.Lastborn -.02 .01 -137 .00 .01 33
5.Time children A1 .06 1.89 -01 .05 -21
6.WS 15 14 1.08 =11 12 -91
7.Work hours .02 .00 3.76%* .01 .00 1.45
8. Telework .08 .03 2.73%% .03 .03 1.05
9.PCCI 66 .09 7.28%* 40 .09 457
10.WEC 34 .06 6.16%%
N 253
R’ 29 37
F 10.82%* 14.00%*

Note. * p < .05. **p < 01

Gender: 0 =male; 1= female
Children = number of children living at home

Lastborn = age of the youngest child

Time children = increase in time dedicated to children
WS = working status (0 = employees; 1 = other positions)
B = unstandardized coefficient




