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Abstract

The current study aims to investigate cross-cultural differences and similarities in maternal
and children's adjustment to COVID-19 restrictions in Spain and Italy, with reference to
determinants of maternal stress. A total of 950 mothers (45.4% from Spain, n = 432, Mage =
39.6, years old, SD = 5.2 and 54.5% from Italy, n = 518, Mag. = 40.5, years, SD = 6.4) of
children aged 3 to 17 years old completed questionnaires on sociodemographic and COVID-
19 contextual factors, parenting-related variables, and children externalizing behaviors using
an online survey. We examined determinants of parental stress in both countries. Mothers
reported a significant increase in parental stress and child externalizing behaviors during
COVID-19 home confinement, with more remarkable perceived changes in the Spanish
group. Hierarchical linear regressions showed that child age and externalizing behaviors,
maternal psychological distress, quality of co-parenting and pre-COVID-19 levels of parental
stress significantly predicted parental stress in both Italian and Spanish mothers during the
pandemic. Results confirmed the negative psychological impact of COVID-19 home
confinement on parents and children across countries and revealed common underlying
factors responsible for parental stress in Italy and Spain. These findings highlighted the need
for communitarian preventive programs to reduce mental health difficulties and parental
stress in mothers and behavioral difficulties in children during pandemic restrictions.
Particular attention should be paid to young mothers and children, and the key role of positive

partner support and co-parenting relationships should be considered.
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cross-cultural.
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Determinants of maternal stress during COVID-19 outbreak in Italy and Spain: A

cross- cultural investigation

Since the WHO (2020) has defined the COVID-19 - a serious disease caused by the
virus SARS-CoV-2 — as a global pandemic, governments worldwide have imposed different
levels of restrictions to contain the infection spread, modulating them according to the
fluctuating epidemiological severity. Increasing research has shown that facing the
challenges associated with the COVID-19 pandemic and the related emergency measures has
led to negative consequences for mental health in the general population, such as increased
psychological stress, anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress symptoms (Brooks et al.,
2020; Cénat et al., 2021; Horesh & Brown, 2020; Liu et al., 2020). In general, recent
findings have also revealed that parents reported higher levels of stress than non-parents in
response to the global COVID-19 outbreak (Park et al., 2020; Russell et al., 2020).
Specifically, during home confinement, parents were exposed to additional stress and
emotional burden derived from the need to balance unsupported child rearing and home-
schooling with work and personal life, as well as from increased concerns for family's
economic support and children's safety (Lauri Korajlija & Jokic-Begic, 2020; Spinelli et al.,
2020).

Moreover, the period of strict home confinement has implied drastic and sudden
changes in parents and children’s routines, which required a process of reorganization within
the family context. Thus, a better understanding of the cultural, individual, familial, and
contextual factors that have influenced parental experience during COVID-19 outbreak may
be useful to identify and respond adequately to family needs in case of future waves of the

pandemic. In this regard, since COVID-19 diffusion has been global, it is important to
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consider the role of cultural variations that may have influenced the impact of COVID-19
containment measures on families' well-being.

Over the course of the first wave of the pandemic, Italy and Spain were the most
affected countries in Europe, with stringent containment measures, such as home
confinement. Precisely, starting from the 9th and the 13th of March, leaving home was
prohibited in both countries. In addition, schools and universities stopped, shops were
closed, and all sports and artistic events were canceled. Such strict emergency measures
lasted more than two months, after which there was a gradual resumption to normality in
both countries.

Cross-cultural Comparisons of COVID-19 Effects in Italy and Spain

Previous research on parenting has suggested that cultural variations may shape
parenting practices and cognitions (Bornstein, 2012). At the macro level, Mediterranean
countries such as Italy and Spain, tend to share a similar approach to parenting and child-
rearing practices (Palut, 2009; Germani et al., 2020). Moreover, both countries are considered
“horizontal” cultures with respect to power distance (e.g., how people expect and accept
inequalities and power distribution), since egalitarian rather than hierarchical relations are
prioritized in these contexts. On the other hand, it should be considered that other relevant
cross-cultural dimensions differ between the two countries.

Although Italy and Spain tend to share cultural tendencies, they also show differences
on specific dimensions such as collectivism and uncertainty avoidance. According to a cross-
cultural perspective (Hofstede et al., 2010), Spain culture shows higher levels of collectivism
and uncertainty avoidance. Specifically, a higher level of collectivism, which implies
interdependence and meeting the obligations of “a good citizen,” may have emphasized the
perception of stress and anxiety during the COVID-19 outbreak. By contrast, Italian culture is

more related to individualism, which has been linked to lower levels of state anxiety (Fischer
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& Boer, 2011). In addition, higher levels of uncertainty avoidance - which characterized
Spanish culture - may have led to great concern for changing and undefined situations, as it
was the case of the initial stage of the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic.

To date, only a few studies (Francisco et al., 2020; Orgil¢s et al., 2020; 2021)
investigated the cross-cultural psychological effect of COVID-19 home confinement in Italy
and Spain, focusing almost exclusively on children and adolescents' well-being. While results
showed increased children's psychological and behavioral symptoms in both countries,
Spanish parents perceived more behavioral difficulties in their children than Italian parents
(Francisco et al., 2020; Orgilés et al., 2021). The authors ascribed this result to the different
types and timing of restrictions adopted by the two countries, since Italy showed higher
flexibility than Spain allowing parents to take children for a short walk also during the initial
stage of the first wave of the pandemic. Differences between countries may also be expected
on parenting dimensions. While a recent cross-cultural investigation on maternal mental
health confirmed that COVID-19-related stress was a shared risk factor across different
nations (Guo et al., 2021), little is known about potential cross-cultural similarities and
differences in Italy and Spain during the period of COVID-19 home confinement with respect
to the specific factors that contributed to parental stress in mothers. To fill this gap, our study
aimed to investigate the role of cultural and COVID-19 related factors in predicting maternal
stress.

Parental Stress During COVID-19 Home Confinement: Findings from Italy and Spain

Parental stress is defined as an aversive psychological response resulting from the
imbalance between perceived specific demands of parenting and the available resources to
manage them (Deater-Deckard, 1998). According to traditional parenting literature (Abidin,
1992), the growing body of research on COVID-19 also suggested that multiple factors,

including cultural, parenting, and child dimensions, may potentially contribute to parental
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stress. Firstly, parental stress can be influenced by cultural tendencies and specific
environmental circumstances, as in the case of global pandemics, due to their impact on
family everyday life. Previous studies revealed that the measures adopted to contain different
pandemics spreading - such as home confinement and social isolation - may have led to
serious strain for a consistent percentage of families (Sprang & Silman, 2013). Consistently,
recent findings on the psychological effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have shown that
home confinement has seriously increased parental burden (Marchetti et al., 2020; Russell et
al., 2020; Spinelli et al., 2020).

Focusing on Italy and Spain, a cross-cultural study showed that parents perceived the
situation due to COVID-19 as serious or very serious in both countries, and one-third of them
reported being stressed or very stressed (Orgiles et al., 2020). Moreover, initial findings
showed that children's externalizing problems during COVID-19 were significantly
associated with higher parental stress levels (Giannotti et al., 2021; Romero et al., 2020;
Spinelli et al., 2020) in line with traditional parenting literature (Crnic & Low, 2002; Deater-
Deckard & Panneton, 2017). So far, no research has yet compared the parenting stress during
the COVID-19 in Italy and Spain. However, research in individual countries (Mazza et al.,
2020; Rossi et al., 2020; Sandin et al., 2020) and broader cross-cultural studies (Alzueta et
al., 2020; Kowal et al., 2020) investigating factors associated with distress related to the
pandemic showed that the psychological impact of the COVID-19 was higher in younger
people and women, with mothers being more severely affected (Marchetti et al., 2020;
Cusinato et al., 2020). Importantly, these results suggested that motherhood may be a risk
factor for psychological well-being (Lauri Korajlija & Jokic-Begic, 2020; Mazza et al., 2020)
and, in turn, parental stress during the COVID-19 pandemic. In this regard, it is essential to
consider that mothers can be more affected by COVID-19 restrictions, since they are often

more involved in childcare than fathers, even when both parents are employed (Calasanti &
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King, 2007). Moreover, difficulties in balancing work and child rearing may have amplified
demands for mothers during the pandemic, constituting a significant source of maternal
stress.

Women are overrepresented in caregiving professions (Halper et al., 2019) that are
associated to higher risk of infection and fewer opportunities to work remotely during the
ongoing pandemic. In addition, past research has widely acknowledged that high work-family
conflict may negatively affect individual mental health (Gropel & Kuhl, 2009; Grzywacz &
Bass, 2003). In this regard, research on COVID-19 effects has clearly shown a worsening in
maternal mental health, with an increased risk for psychopathology (Davenport et al., 2020).
Notably, a recent study revealed that both anxiety and depression were directly and positively
related to parenting distress (Romero et al., 2020), confirming the detrimental role of parental
mental health difficulties on parental stress also during the pandemic. In addition to mental
health, other risk factors associated with parental stress and exhaustion during home
confinement in Italy have been described, such as having children with special needs, lower
quality of co-parenting, a greater number of children, and younger age of children (Bentenuto
et al., 2021; Fontanesi et al., 2020; Marchetti et al., 2020). Furthermore, contagion in
relatives/close acquaintances, going to work, and working at home were positively related to
parenting distress (Romero et al., 2020).

Taken together, these findings suggested the importance of understanding parental
stress during home confinement, which can be influenced by cultural tendencies, contextual
factors, individual, couple as well as children and adolescents' well-being. However, as in the
case of traditional literature on parenting (Williford et al., 2007), recent research on family
adjustment to COVID-19-related stress mainly has considered parental stress a predictor of
child outcome (e.g., Morelli et al., 2020), and little attention has been paid to the underlying

factors which could influence parental stress. To fill this gap, in the present study, we sought
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to elucidate the factors that can escalate or mitigate the experience of parenting demands
during the pandemic using a cross-cultural perspective and considering either familial or
COVID-contextual factors as possible determinants.

Aims and Objectives

The present study aimed to investigate the parental adjustment in Italian and Spanish
mothers with respect to the March-June 2020 COVID-19 restrictions. Firstly, we sought to
explore the potential differences between countries in perceived changes across time (from
before to during the COVID-19 home confinement period) in child externalizing behaviors
and parental stress. According to previous studies (Francisco et al., 2020; Orgilés et al.,
2021), we hypothesized that Spanish mothers would perceive a higher increase in children
externalizing behaviors and parental stress than Italian mothers. Although prior cross-cultural
studies only reported changes in child behavioral problems (Francisco et al., 2020; Orgilés et
al., 2021), we expected to extend this result to maternal stress, since the relationship between
child externalizing behaviors and parental stress has been well established by parenting
literature (Deater-Deckard & Panneton, 2017). Moreover, the Spanish collectivistic cultural
background (Hofstede et al., 2010) characterized by higher levels of uncertainty avoidance
and interdependence may have intensified stress response to COVID-19 during the initial
stage of the pandemic outbreak.

Next, we aimed to examine the predictive effect of specific sociodemographic (child
age, maternal education), contextual variables (outdoor spaces, contagion), relevant parenting
dimensions (maternal psychological distress and co-parenting), child externalizing behaviors,
and pre-COVID parental stress. Despite the potential effect of some distinct factors, we
hypothesized that parenting stress determinants during the COVID-19 pandemic would be
similar across countries, since both tend to endorse a similar approach with respect to

parenting (Rodriguez-Gonzalez, et al., 2020). Specifically, according to prior research, we
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expected to find that rearing a younger child, not having outdoor spaces, higher maternal
psychological distress, low quality of co-parenting, and higher child externalizing behaviors
would have significantly increased mothers' stress in Italy and Spain.
Method

Participants

The current study is based on a sample of 950 mothers, 518 (54.5%) from Italy and
432 (45.5%) from Spain. Data were collected through a web-based cross-sectional survey
focused on parenting during the first wave of the COVID-19 outbreak (March-June 2020).
Parents older than eighteen years old with at least one child aged younger than 18 years old
could participate in the study. In total, 867 Italian and 576 Spanish parents completed the
survey. In line with the present study aims and the clear association with parenting stress, we
only selected mothers of children aged between 3 and 17 years without physical or
intellectual disabilities and neuroatypical development. Characteristics of the study
participants for both countries are displayed in Table 1.
Measures
Socio-demographic and Contextual Factors

Socio-demographic characteristics were collected, including maternal age, education,
employment status, and the number of children. Besides, the survey contained specific
questions on other relevant contextual factors such as the possibility to use outdoor spaces
during the lockdown, having or knowing someone tested positive to COVID-19, defined as
“experience of contagion”.
Psychological Distress

As a measure of maternal psychological distress, we used the General Health
Questionnaire-12 (GHQ-12; Goldberg, 1988), a widely used unidimensional validated self-

administered questionnaire. It consists of 12 items rated on a four-point scale (i.e., /ess than
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usual, no more than usual, rather more than usual, or much more than usual) investigating
whether the respondent manifested a change in specific symptoms or behavior (e.g.,
depression, anxiety) during the last two weeks. The Likert scoring method (0-1-2-3) was used
in the study. The Italian and Spanish version of the GHQ-12 has shown good psychometric
properties (Piccinelli et al., 1993; Rocha et al., 2011), with alpha Cronbach coefficients
ranging from .84 (Italy) to .83 (Spain) in the current study.
Co-parenting

Co-parenting was assessed using the Brief Coparenting Relationship Scale (B-CRS,
Feinberg et al., 2012). It is a validated self-reported questionnaire composed of 14 items
focused on several domains of the co-parenting relationship (e.g., child-rearing, agreement,
co-parental support/undermining). Participants were asked to rate the response that best
described how they and their partner worked together as parents, using a 7-point Likert-type
scale (0 = Not true for us; 6 = Very true for us; total score range 14-84). Three researchers
translated the Co-parenting Relationship Scale's brief form into Spanish independently, and
another three researchers into Italian, then, a consensus translation was reached. It was
checked through back-translation by a native English-speaker. Prior research documented
that the CRS's brief-form has good reliability, construct validity, and stability (Feinberg et al.,
2012). In this study, Cronbach alpha values ranged from .83 (Italy) to .85 (Spain).
Parental Stress

We assessed parental stress in mothers by using 10 items of the Parental Stress Scale
(PSS, Berry, & Jones, 1995). A pool of items was selected to evaluate the specific demands
and rewards of parenting during the Covid-19 outbreak). The PSS focuses on feelings and
perceptions related to parental role and experiences (e.g., stressors, loss of control).
Participants were asked to indicate their agreement on a 5-points Likert scale (/=strongly

disagree, 5=strongly agree; range 10-50). For the Italian version of the scale, we translated
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the selected items using a back-translation procedure, while the Spanish version of the
instrument was available (Oronoz et al., 2007). The full version of the PSS revealed
satisfactory psychometric properties (Louie et al., 2017). In our sample, the shortened version
showed acceptable internal consistency, with Cronbach alpha values ranging from .65 (Italy)
to .71 (Spain).
Child Externalizing Behavior

To assess child externalizing behavior, we used 10 items from The Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, 1997), a widely used parent-reported
questionnaire to assess mental health in children aged between 3 and 17 years. In this study,
we selected two subscales of the questionnaire, the hyperactivity/inattention" (5 items) and
the "conduct problems" scales (5 items). The sum of these two subscales generates an
externalizing score which ranges from 0 to 20 that we used in the analyses. Participants were
asked to rate their response on a three-point Likert scale (0 = not true; 1 = somewhat true; 2
= completely true). Both the Italian (Tobia & Marzocchi, 2018) and Spanish (Rodriguez-
Hernandez et al., 2014) versions of the questionnaire have shown good psychometric
properties. In the current study, Cronbach alpha values ranged from .78 (Italy) to .77 (Spain).
Procedures

An anonymous web-based cross-sectional survey was collected between the 20th of
April and the 13th of June 2020 using Qualtrics software. This period included both the
stricter lockdown and the gradual resumption of activities in both countries. Respondents
were recruited by using a snowball sampling method and promoting the survey on social
media both in Italy and Spain. In the first section of the survey, the study design and methods
were explained in detail, and informed consent was obtained. Participants could withdraw
from the study at any time by closing the form. In the case of multiple children, participants

were asked to refer to their youngest child to fill out the questionnaires. All the items of the
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PSS and SDQ were repeated twice. On the first line (Test 1), we asked to refer to the current
moment, while on the second line, we asked to refer to the four weeks before the COVID-19
outbreak (retrospective baseline).

To minimize the dropout of the participants, we prioritized the brevity of the data
collection by creating a survey that would not exceed 15 minutes for completion. All the
participants volunteered and were informed that they could withdraw at any time. This should
have limited the possibility that some participants completed questionnaires just to receive
compensation. Finally, parents (n = 39) who completed the questionnaire in less than 500
seconds were excluded. The research project was registered to the Department of Psychology
and Cognitive Science, University of Trento, and no additional ethical approval was required
as participation did not imply any risk nor a required collection of personal/identifiable
information. The study was conducted in line with the standards of the National Code of
Ethics for Research in Psychology of the Italian Psychological Association

(http://www.aipass.org/node/11560). Moreover, data were collected, treated, and stored

anonymously, according to the current European regulation (European General Data
Protection Regulation - GDPR UE 2016/67), as disclosed to the participants.
Statistical Analysis

The percentage of participants that completed the survey during the strict lockdown
and the gradual resumption was compared between the two countries using Chi-square
analysis. Descriptive statistics (Table 1 and Table 2) and bivariate correlations (see
Supplementary materials) are shown separately for Italian and Spanish participants. Initially,
we checked for potential differences between countries on control variables such as maternal
age, education and employment status, number of children, child gender and age, the
possibility to use outdoor space, and experience of contagion, by using t-test for continuous

variables and chi-square test for categorical variables.
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Next, we examined changes across time on parental stress and child externalizing
symptoms. To this aim, we generated two variables (APSS and ASDQext) by subtracting the
total score at baseline (responses referred to the period pre lockdown) from the total score
total at Test 1 (responses referred to the period during the lockdown). Then, we conducted
Mann-Whitney tests to explore potential group differences between Italian and Spanish
mothers. According to the measurement invariance assumption (Tucker et al., 2006), we did
not compare the total scores of questionnaires between countries. Therefore, APSS and
ASDQext were used, given that they were calculated considering within-group baseline
values. Pre-post differences within groups on PSS and SDQ were tested using paired t-
tests. Moreover, we performed two separate hierarchical linear regressions to investigate the
predictors of parental stress in both countries. In the first block, we introduced socio-
demographic variables, including child age and maternal education. We entered contextual
variables in the second block (i.e., possibility to use outdoor spaces and experience of
contagion), co-parenting and maternal psychological distress in the third block, child
externalizing behavior as perceived by the mother in the fourth block, and pre-COVID-19
level of parental stress in the last block.

Transparency and Openness

We report how we determined our sample size, all data exclusions, and all measures
in the study. Data, analysis code, and research materials are available by emailing the
corresponding author. Data were analyzed using SPSS 25 (IBM Corp. 2017). This study’s
design and its analysis were not pre-registered.

Results
Preliminary Analyses
All the study variables showed good skewness and kurtosis values (ranging from -1 to

+1) except for APSS and ASDQext, for which we used non-parametric statistics. The
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percentage of respondents who completed the survey during the strict lockdown and the
gradual resumption to normality was similar between countries (¥2 = .91, p = .35). Firstly,
significant differences between group (Italy vs Spain) emerged on child age (= 3.40, p =
.001) and experience of contagion (x2 = 40.02, p <.001), which were higher in the Spanish
sample, and maternal age (= -2.24, p =.025) and maternal education (= 12.54, p <.001)
which were lower in Spanish participants. (See Table 1). Besides, Spanish respondents
reported having less possibility of using outdoor spaces during COVID-19 lockdown than the
group of Italian mothers (¥2 = 121.9, p <.001). Differences between groups were not
observed for child gender, number of children, and employment status (p > .05). Correlations
are displayed in Supplementary Materials.
Changes in Child Externalizing Behaviors and Parental Stress from Before to During
the COVID-19 Home Confinement

Descriptive statistics of the variables of interest for both countries are displayed in
Table 2. Mothers perceived a significant increase in parental stress during COVID-19
pandemic compared to the period before the home confinement in both Italian (#517) =-7.5,
p <.001, d =.33) and Spanish mothers (#431) =-12.62, p <.001, d =.60)). Similarly, mothers
reported higher levels of child externalizing behaviors during home confinement compared to
before the COVID-19 pandemic both in the Italian (#(517) = -8.24, p <.001, d =.36)) and in
the Spanish sample (#(431) =-9.75, p <.001, d= .47)). Focusing on the first study aim, group
comparisons between countries highlighted significant differences, with Italian mothers
reporting lower perceived change across time on parental stress (Z =-5.16, p <.001) and child
externalizing behavior (Z= -2.76, p <.01) than Spanish mothers.
Predictors of Parental Stress During COVID-19 Lockdown in Italian Mothers

We examined the predictive effect of specific socio-demographic, contextual, and

parenting-related variables on parental stress experienced during COVID-19 in both



Maternal Stress during COVID-19 in Italy and Spain 15

countries. To this aim, two separate regression models were performed for the Italian and
Spanish samples. Results from the hierarchical regression on the Italian sample highlighted
that the overall model was significant (F(8,511) = 99.73, p <.001) and the adjusted R?, which
summarizes the overall model fit on a scale from 0 to 1.00, was equal to 0.60 (Table 3). In the
first block, child age showed a significant negative predictive effect on parental stress during
the COVID-19 outbreak, whereas maternal education was not significant. The second block,
including the possibility of using outdoor spaces and experience of contagion, did not
significantly contribute to the overall model (p = .40). Conversely, the third block added 29%
of variance to the overall model (p <.001). Both psychological distress (B = .47, p <.001)
and quality of co-parenting relationship (B =-.21, p <.001) showed a significant predictive
effect on parental stress. Next, in the fourth block, maternal perception of child externalizing
behaviors emerged as a significant predictor ( =.18, p <.001), with greater symptoms in
children associated with higher parental stress. In addition, child age (B =-.19, p <.001),
maternal psychological distress (B = .43, p <.001), and co-parenting (f =-.20, p <.001) were
also significantly associated with parental stress in the fourth block. This model explained
38% of variance (F(7,511) =43.70, p <.001). Finally, in the last block, pre-COVID-19
parental stress in mothers emerged as a significant positive predictor of the outcome (B = .43,
p <.001), but without changing the predictive effect of the other explanatory variables
reported in the fourth block.
Predictors of Parental Stress During COVID-19 Lockdown in Spanish Mothers

We replicated the hierarchical regression analysis with parental stress as a response
variable on the Spanish sample. The results indicated that the overall regression model was
significant (F(8,430)=75.07 p <.001) with an adjusted R? equal to .58 (Table 4). In the first
block, we observed a significant negative predictive effect of child age on parental stress (f =

-.27, p <.001) but not of maternal education. The second block did not contribute
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significantly to the overall model (p = .09), despite the significant coefficient of experience of
contagion (B = .10, p <.05). The third block significantly increased the overall explained
variance (R’ change= .27, p <.001). We found respectively a significant positive effect of
psychological distress (B = .47, p <.001) and a negative contribution to the quality of co-
parenting in predicting parental stress scores in mothers (B =-.15, p <.001). In the third
block, data revealed no significant effect of other independent variables such as maternal
education and the possibility to use outdoor spaces, except for child age (B =-.17, p <.001).
The fourth block highlighted the negative effect of child age (p =-.16, p <.001), and co-
parenting (B = -.14, p <.001) as well as the significant positive coefficients of maternal
education (f = .08, p = 0.03), psychological distress (B = .43, p <.001) and child
externalizing behavior (f = .17, p <.001). Moreover, the possibility to use outdoor spaces
was not a significant predictor of parental stress in mothers, whereas the experience of
contagions only approached statistical significance (B =.072, p =.063). This model was
statistically significant, explaining 36% of variance (£(7,430)=36.24, p <.001). Finally, in the
last block, pre-COVID-19 parental stress was found to be a positive significant predictor of
parental stress during COVID-19 (B = .48, p <.001). Nevertheless, the predictive effect of the
other explanatory variables (e.g., child age, co-parenting, maternal psychological distress, and
child externalizing behavior) remained significant after adjusting for pre-COVID-19 levels of
maternal stress, while the effect of maternal education became not significant (f = .06, p =
.064).

In general, for both study groups, the overall model, including child age, maternal
education, the possibility to use outdoor spaces, the experience of contagion, psychological
distress, quality of co-parenting, child externalizing behaviors, and pre-COVID-19 parental
stress as independent variables constituted the best models, showing similar explained

variance between countries.
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Discussion

The present study aimed to investigate Spanish and Italian cross-cultural differences
and similarities in determinants of maternal stress during the first wave of COVID-19
pandemic, considering sociodemographic, contextual variables, parenting dimensions, pre-
COVID-19 maternal stress level, and child externalizing behavior. Indeed, we know from
more broadly parent-child literature that children’s mental health and well-being are in part
predicted by parental health and vice versa. Previous cross-cultural studies on the impact of
COVID-19 on families in Italy and Spain (Francisco et al., 2020; Orgilés et al., 2020; Thorell
et al., 2021) mainly focused on children and adolescents. Thus, to the best of our knowledge,
this is the first cross-cultural study to examine changes in parental stress from before to
during the COVID-19 home confinement, as well as its determinants in mothers from Italy
and Spain.
Increase in Child Externalizing Behaviors and Parental Stress in Italian and Spanish
mothers

Firstly, our results confirmed the negative psychological impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on both parents and children across countries. Mothers from Italy and Spain
reported a significant increase in child externalizing behaviors and parental stress during
home confinement compared to the period before COVID-19 restrictions, albeit at a different
magnitude. Our findings are consistent with previous Italian (Di Giorgio et al., 2021; Liang et
al., 2020; Marchetti et al. 2020) and Spanish (Becerra et al., 2020; Erades & Sabuco, 2020)
studies at national level as well as with prior cross-cultural evidence on children and
adolescents’ behavioral difficulties (Francisco et al., 2020). In this regard, it is plausible that
routine changes derived from COVID-19 restrictions may have significantly impacted the
mental health of children, who may have expressed their discomfort showing externalizing

behaviors such as hyperactivity, inattention, and conduct problems (Marchetti et al., 2020;
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Singh et al., 2020). Alternatively, mothers in both countries may have overreported
behavioral difficulties in their children, given the higher parental stress level they perceived
during COVID-19 home confinement. Notably, according to longitudinal findings (Hofstra
& Verhulst, 2000; Hofstra et al., 2002; Thompson et al., 2011), externalizing behaviors in
children and adolescents may persist across time or be predictive of later psychopathology,
posing considerable risks to healthy development.

Focusing on maternal stress, our findings at national level are in line with previous
Spanish and Italian studies showing that COVID-19 home confinement has seriously
impacted families (Cusinato et al., 2020; Fontanesi et al., 2020; Orgil¢s et al., 2020),
increasing the risk of experiencing parental burnout and exhaustion in mothers (Marchetti et
al., 2020). In the context of COVID-19 home confinement, mothers could have perceived
higher aversive responses to parental obligations and less psychological resources to meet the
multiple and escalating demands of home confinement. Specifically, it is relevant to note that
during the COVID-19 pandemic in both Italy and Spain, women were more likely to lose
their job compared to men or were often forced to ask for hours reduction or special leave to
care for their children (INE, 2020; ISTAT, 2020). Another important aspect is that working
mothers are often caregivers employed in the informal sector in social and health care, which
implies higher risk in terms of contagion and fewer possibilities to work remotely (Fisher &
Ryan, 2021). Taken together, these conditions related to gender inequalities may have posed
further challenges for mothers during the pandemic, increasing their psychological distress
(Gausman & Langer, 2020). Moreover, we collected data during the first wave of the
pandemic, when the reorganization of educational and work activities was only at an early
stage in both countries. It may have intensified feelings of uncertainty in mothers, as they
could have perceived more difficulties in balancing different responsibilities and child-

rearing activities without a predictable external support.
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Perceived Changes in Child Externalizing Behaviors and Maternal Stress from Before
to During COVID-19: Cross-cultural Differences

With respect to cross-cultural differences, our results highlighted a more significant
perceived change across time in Spanish mothers for parental stress and child externalizing
behaviors. Our result expanded previous cross-cultural findings on children (Francisco et al.,
2020; Orgilés et al., 2020), showing that a similar detrimental response to COVID-19
confinement in Spain can also be observed for maternal stress. According to Romero et al.
(2020), differences in rules and timing of restrictions between the two countries may explain
this result. For instance, Italian children could go out for a short walk with one adult nearby
their house even during lockdown, whereas the loosening of restrictions in Spain comes only
after six weeks of home confinement. Besides, as highlighted by recent studies (Francisco et
al., 2020; Orgilés et al., 2020), Spanish houses are characterized by the lower presence of
outdoor spaces (e.g., garden, yard, balcony, roof terrace) and this may have increased
children's psychological distress. Consistently, in the present study, Spanish respondents
reported having less possibility of using outdoor spaces during COVID-19 lockdown than the
group of Italian mothers. Therefore, Spanish children may also have been perceived by their
mothers as more challenging to manage, considering the more extended restrictions imposed
during the first wave of the pandemic.

However, our regression analyses did not show a significant effect of the use of
outdoor spaces on parental stress. The lack of significance could be due to poor variability in
our sample as well as to the way we measured this variable in our questionnaire, since we did
not ask for information about the house and outdoor space dimensions or the number of
people living. Notwithstanding, our result is in line with previous evidence in the Italian
population, showing that the dimension of houses and the presence of gardens or terraces

were not related to parenting stress (Spinelli et al., 2020). Notably, in our sample, Spanish
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mothers and children were younger as compared to the Italian ones. Thus, according to
previous findings on the pandemic's psychological impact (Francisco et al., 2020), they may
have been more affected by COVID-19 restrictions. Finally, the horizontal-collectivistic
orientation which characterizes Spanish parenting may have increased the perception of
vulnerability for themselves and their children concerning COVID-19 confinement, since it
implies a higher interconnectedness among family members also in terms of mental and
physical health (Germani et al., 2020). Similarly, higher uncertainty avoidance may have
made Spanish mothers less comfortable in ambiguous and undefined situations, as was the
case of the initial stage of the first wave of COVID-19 pandemic.
Predictors of Parental Stress During COVID-19 in Italian and Spanish Mothers

In regression analyses, we found similar effects in the two countries for the
determinants of parental stress in mothers during COVID-19 home confinement. Specifically,
child age and child externalizing behaviors, maternal psychological distress, and co-parenting
emerged as significant predictors in both study groups. Moreover, mothers of younger
children reported a more significant increase in parental stress across countries. This result
corroborates prior research on Italian parents' distress during the pandemic (Di Giorgio et al.,
2021) and suggests that developmental needs of children of younger age may be perceived as
stressful and demanding during home confinement (Giannotti et al., 2021, Marchetti et al.,
2020). Indeed, greater parental involvement is required during home confinement, when
young children rely almost exclusively on their caregivers. Our results extend Italian findings
on a cross-cultural dimension, suggesting that rearing young children could pose more
challenges and, in turn, be perceived as more overwhelming by mothers, regardless of
culture.

Interestingly, we also found that higher levels of co-parenting significantly reduced

the perceived parental stress in both countries' mothers. Our finding is consistent with recent
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studies (Bentenuto et al., 2021; McRae et al., 2021), extending this result to the Spanish
population. Furthermore, we confirmed the importance of cooperative co-parenting across
cultures, showing that it can positively influence parental well-being and increase parental
resilience in stressful conditions such as home confinement.

Furthermore, our findings revealed that maternal psychological distress was the
stronger predictor of perceived parental stress across countries. This association has been
confirmed mainly by traditional parenting literature (Crnic & Low, 2002). Nonetheless, we
replicated this result showing its cross-cultural significance in the pandemic period. This is of
relevance given that home confinement has seriously impacted the mental health of parents
(Marchetti et al., 2020; Sahithya et al., 2020), who reported increased symptoms such as
anxiety, depression, and poor sleep (Brown et al., 2020). Notably, according to a recent
Spanish study on COVID-19 impact (Romero et al. 2020), parents' psychological
vulnerabilities may have a negative influence on children's outcomes through the mediation
of parenting stress. However, because of the structure of the study, we acknowledge as a
study limit that the direction of the effect is difficult to be disentangled. In this study, we
focused mainly on parental stress, and we did collect measures of stress both pre and during
COVID-19 lockdown, but we measured the parents’ psychological distress only during
COVID-19. Therefore, we did not have enough information to investigate the direction of
their relationship. Possibly, longitudinal studies that investigate and measure these two
constructs over a longer period could help to better explore the direction of the effect.

Another critical factor contributing to parenting stress in both countries is the level of
children externalizing behaviors as perceived by their mothers. Our finding is consistent with
a large body of literature that has documented the significant association between children's
behavioral difficulties and maternal stress before and during the COVID-19 (Giannotti et al.,

2021; Spinelli et al., 2020). Moreover, we expanded previous findings showing that this
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effect is similar across countries during COVID-19 home confinement. This becomes
especially relevant considering the higher occurrence of child behavioral difficulties
documented in Italy and Spain during the first wave of the pandemic. Externalizing behaviors
were already considered one of the most common forms of child maladjustment, and
pandemic restrictions may have further undermined children's adaptive functioning, leading
to a significant worsening of parental well-being regardless of culture.

Furthermore, we accounted for the pre-COVID-19 level of maternal stress, which
emerged as a significant positive predictor of parental stress during the COVID-19 pandemic
both in Italy and Spain. Although it is important to consider the methodological weaknesses
of retrospective measures, this finding highlighted that mothers who perceived higher levels
of parental stress pre-COVID-19 were more likely to report higher parental burden and
demands even during the first wave of the pandemic. Thus, our result suggests that the
restrictions of the first wave of the pandemic may have been perceived as a cumulative
source of stress, accentuating parenting difficulties in more vulnerable mothers. On the other
hand, after accounting for the pre-COVID-19 level of parental stress, the impact of
concurrent variables (child age, co-parenting, maternal psychological distress, and child
externalizing symptoms) remained significant, suggesting that the perception of individual
health, cooperative parenting, as well as of child difficult behaviors may impact parenting
stress regardless of the level of maternal stress prior to the pandemic.

In addition, we did not observe a significant effect of the maternal education, the
experience of contagions, and outdoor spaces on maternal stress. In this regard, it is essential
to note that we did not collect information on the illness course and severity of COVID-19.
Thus, this methodological drawback may have limited the effect of this factor on parental
stress. Surprisingly, also the possibility of using outdoor spaces was not found to be

predictive of parental stress, in contrast with previous studies that revealed that having



Maternal Stress during COVID-19 in Italy and Spain 23

outdoor spaces in the house contributed to lower levels of symptomatology in children
(Francisco et al. 2020, Orgilés et al., 2020). However, it is important to note that the poor
variability (96% of Italians had access to outdoor spaces) may explain the lack of association
with maternal stress. In addition, as mentioned above, this lack of significance could be due
to the way we measured this variable in our questionnaire, or to a more homogeneous
distribution of external spaces within the proper home in our samples, compared to the
samples included in previous cross-cultural studies.

Overall, maternal stress during COVID-19 home confinement in both countries was
predicted by the same explanatory variables. These findings are consistent with traditional
parenting literature highlighting the association between maternal mental health, quality of
co-parenting relationship, child externalizing behaviors, and parental stress (Durtschi et al.,
2017; Williford et al., 2007). In general, it is plausible that the experience of the COVID-19
home confinement has accentuated the influence of partner and child dimensions on maternal
psychological state. On the one hand, this could have had a negative impact on parental stress
in mothers, since they could perceive higher levels of maladjustment in their children,
overrating their difficult behaviors in response to the COVID-19 restrictions. On the other
hand, following a risk and resilience approach to family functioning, partner cooperative
parenting seems to mitigate the adverse effects of the pandemic on parental stress of mothers,
constituting a prominent protective factor.

In sum, this study significantly contributes to the ever-growing body of literature on
family adjustment to COVID-19-stress by examining the determinants of parental stress in
mothers from Italy and Spain using a cross-cultural lens. Overall, both similarities and
differences between countries emerged. Spanish mothers perceived a higher change in
parental stress from before to during lockdown than Italian mothers, probably due to different

policies adopted by Spain during the first wave of the pandemic, as well as the higher
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collectivism which characterized Spanish culture. Nevertheless, as expected, the same
determinants of maternal stress were found in both countries. Taken together, these findings
underlined the significant psychological impact of the pandemic perceived by the mothers,
suggesting that it could vary according to cultural models and containment strategies and
interventions. Importantly, the factors that intervene in shaping the perception of maternal
stress during the pandemic in Italy and Spain are overlapping, and seem to be mainly related
to individual, couple, and child functioning rather than other contextual aspects.
Conclusions and Limitations

Importantly, further studies should replicate these results in other European or non-
Western countries with different cultural models to confirm a common and widespread
psychological impact of the pandemic on families’ well-being. Nonetheless, our results
confirmed the urgency of activating measures and interventions aimed to support practically
and psychologically parents and children during future lockdowns in Italy and Spain.
Preventive programs and tailored interventions, that take into consideration also the
importance of partner support and co-parenting relationships, should be implemented to
reduce mental health difficulties and parental stress in mothers and behavioral problems in
children across countries. Particular attention should be paid to young mothers and children
who seem to be more vulnerable to the burden imposed by COVID-19 home confinement in
the most affected European countries. Timely psychosocial interventions and preventive
programs should address maternal-specific stressors documented by empirical evidence.
Public policies and containment interventions that promote an equal distribution of family
care responsibilities, as well as an easy access to public resources for childcare, are highly
recommended. Given that our study highlighted the presence of common underlying factors
responsible for parental stress in Italy and Spain, shared and cooperative networks are needed

to implement community policies to support families caring for children and adolescents
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during the pandemic crisis. At European level, greater efforts should be paid from the
community policy system to define and implement coordinated and shared support programs
aimed, to the one side, to prevent similar effects in future COVID-19 waves (or other virus
spreading) and, to the other side, to take care of those families that have suffered the most
from the condition imposed to face pandemic.

As a final note, despite the novelty of our findings, some limitations need to be
acknowledged. Critically, the stressful situation related to the pandemic could have biased the
participants' retrospective measures. Future studies should investigate the predictors of
parenting and child dimensions' changes using longitudinal designs, according to a
developmental perspective. Moreover, given the changes made to the original questionnaires,
it was not possible to ascertain the construct comparability for the measures used for this
study. This prevented us from investigating differences between groups of the questionnaire
total scores, but we compared the groups using the difference scores (delta) between pre and
during lockdown. Consequently, the use of measurement invariance is recommended for
further studies to adopt more rigorous statistical methods and to allow questionnaire total
scores group comparisons between different cultures.

In addition, although data were collected both during the stricter lockdown and the
gradual resumption of activities, we did not test whether the timing of participation
completion affected the results. Finally, the COVID-19 restrictions prevented us from
performing interviews in person, and during lockdown, the surveys were the most suitable
solution to collect data from a community sample. Although this method allowed us to collect
data from all the Italian and Spanish regions, helping to increase the representativeness of our
sample, we acknowledge that this may have limited the participation only to those parents
who are familiar with digital devices and with social media. Thus, low-income families could

be underrepresented in this study.
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