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Abstract: Introduction: The COVID-19 pandemic caused by the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus, has
significantly changed people’s everyday lives, threatening the quality and even durability of intra-
family relationships. The relationship between mother and child is particularly vulnerable to the
disruptive impact of the pandemic. The article examines the relationship between mothers” perceived
threat of coronavirus and their pandemic experiences, and their relationships with their children. The
analyses took into account the mediating role of parental stress and the following indicators of the
mother-child relationship: mother’s perceived closeness with her child and mother-reported increase
in the use of harsh parenting related to the pandemic. Method: The perceived threat of coronavirus and
the pandemic experiences were assessed using scales based on the Coronavirus Experiences and
Impacts Questionnaire (Conway, Woodard, & Zubrod, 2020). Parental stress was tested using the
Polish version of The Parental Stress Scale (Berry & Jones, 1995), while the mother’s relationship with
the child was measured using the Polish version of the scales developed by Chung, Lanier, and Wong
(2020). The study involved 155 mothers who are in a relationship and have at least one child up to 12
years of age. Statistical analyses were performed using SEM structural equation modeling. Results: It
was found that during the pandemic, mothers” negative experiences related to the pandemic had a
significant effect on mother-child relationships, which was associated with a greater increase in the
use of harsh parenting as reported by mothers and a decrease in their perceived closeness with their
children. This effect was mediated by parental stress. There was no significant correlation between the
perceived threat of coronavirus and mother-child relations. Conclusions: The pandemic and the related
difficult situations constitute a significant risk factor for child abuse and neglect in the group of
mothers. This indicates the need to support mothers.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic; parental stress; harsh parenting; emotional closeness

Abstrakt: Wrowadzenie: Pandemia koronawirusa SARS-CoV-2, wywotujagcego chorobe COVID-19,
zmienila istotnie zycie codzienne ludzi, zagrazajac jakosci a nawet trwalosci, relacji
wewnatrzrodzinnych. Na zaburzajagcy wplyw pandemii szczegélnie narazona jest relacja miedzy
matka a dzieckiem. W artykule zbadano zwigzek miedzy postrzeganym przez matki zagrozeniem
koronawirusem oraz ich do$wiadczeniami zwigzanymi z pandemia a funkcjonowaniem w relacji z

1 Polska wersja: https:/ /stowarzyszeniefidesetratio.pl/Presentations0/2021-3-Lach.pdf
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dzieckiem. W analizach uwzgledniono mediujaca role stresu rodzicielskiego oraz nastepujace
wskazniki relacji matki z dzieckiem: postrzegana przez matki blisko$¢ emocjonalna z dzieckiem i
zwigzany z pandemia wzrost intensywnosci podawanych przez matki zachowan ranigcych dziecko.
Metoda: Postrzegane zagrozenie koronawirusem oraz doswiadczenia zwigzane z pandemia oceniono
za pomoca skal opracowanych w oparciu o Coronavirus Experiences and Impacts Questionnaire (Conway,
Woodard, Zubrod, 2020). Stres rodzicielski zbadano za pomoca polskojezycznej wersji skali The
Parental Stress Scale (Berry, Jones, 1995), pomiaru relacji matki z dzieckiem w percepcji matki
dokonano za pomoca polskojezycznej wersji skal opracowanych przez Chung, Lanier i Wong (2020).
W badaniu wzieto udziat 155 matek pozostajacych w zwiazku i posiadajacych na wychowaniu co
najmniej jedno dziecko w wieku od 7 do 12 lat. Analizy statystyczne przeprowadzone za pomocy
modelowania réwnan strukturalnych SEM. Wyniki: Stwierdzono, iz w czasie pandemii negatywne
do$wiadczenia matki zwigzane z pandemia wywieraja istotny efekt na relacji matki z dzieckiem, z
czym wiaze sie wiekszy wzrost stosowania raportowanych przez matke ranigcych zachowan
rodzicielskich oraz zmniejszenie postrzeganej przez matki bliskosci z ich dzieckiem. Efekt ten jest
mediowany przez stres rodzicielski. Nie stwierdzono istotnego zwigzku miedzy postrzeganym przez
matki zagrozeniem koronawirusem a relacjg matki z dzieckiem. Wrnioski: Pandemia i zwigzane z nia
sytuacje trudne stanowia w grupie matek istotny czynnik ryzyka naduzy¢ i zaniedbart wobec dziecka.
Wskazuje to na koniecznos¢ udzielania wsparcia matkom.

Stowa kluczowe: Pandemia COVID-19; stres rodzicielski; ranigce rodzicielstwo; bliskos¢ emocjonalna

Introduction

On 11 March 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared a pandemic of
the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) caused by SARS-Cov-2. The pandemic took people
by surprise; it was a new and unprecedented experience with terrifying and unpredictable
consequences. Many countries, including Poland, implemented measures to limit the spread
of the virus. Some of these measures were particularly drastic; for example, the lockdown of
society, which meant that people were only allowed to leave their homes for essential
purposes. Moreover, many shops, restaurants, businesses, schools, universities, as well as
cultural and sports institutions were closed, constraints on mobility were introduced, and
people were required to maintain the so-called social distancing, and to wear face masks and
disposable protective gloves (Auleytner & Grewiniski, 2020). The coronavirus pandemic
posed enormous and unexpected challenges for modern families, disturbing the ways in
which they had functioned so far, and forcing them to develop new forms of functioning. As
a result, the image of the Polish family during the pandemic has changed completely
(Mtynski, 2020).

Many researchers considered that it was crucial to study how people coped in such a
demanding situation and hence a number of studies have been carried out in this area. These
focused, among others, on the impact of COVID-19 pandemic on mental health (Heitzman,
2020), the role of age in the early psychological responses to the pandemic (Justo-Alonso,
Garcifa-Dantas, Gonzalez-Vazquez, Sénchez-Martin, & del Rio -Casanova, 2020), the
importance of communication for experiencing loneliness and satisfaction with life during
the pandemic (Kosowski & Mrodz, 2020), the importance of support (Olender-Jermacz, 2020)
and of individual characteristics (Smith, Twohy, & Smith, 2020) for the well-being of an
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individual during social isolation, the experiencing of grief during the pandemic (Wallace,
Wladkowski, Gibson, & White, 2020), or the impact of pandemic on the families of front-line
rescue workers (Feng, Xu, Cheng, Zhang, Li, & Li, 2020). Intra-family relationships,
including those between spouses and between parents and children, constitute a key area of
interpersonal relationships that are particularly vulnerable to the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic. Previous studies of couples’ relationships during the pandemic have shown that
having a good romantic relationship had a positive effect on the individual’s well-being
(Pieh, O"Rourke, Budimir, & Probst, 2020) and that the pandemic had a detrimental effect on
the quality of couples’ relationships (Pietromonaco & Overall, 2020). Research findings have
also confirmed that the coronavirus pandemic has significantly affected parent-child
relationships (e.g. Bérubé, Clément, Lafantaisie, LeBlanc, Baron, Picher, Turgeon, Ruiz-
Casares, & Lacharité, 2020; Brown, Doom, Lechuga-Pefia, Watamura, & Koppels, 2020;
Chung, Lanier, & Ju Wong, 2020; Lawson, Piel, & Simon, 2020; Ben-Yaakov & Ben-Ari, 2021;
Cluver, Lachman, Sherr, Wessels, Krug, Rakotomalala, Blight, Hillis, Bachman, Green,
Butchart, Tomlinson, Ward, Doubt, & McDonald, 2020 ). The aim of this study was to
examine how selected psychological aspects of the pandemic influenced the relationship
between mother and child. The study analyzed the effect of mother’s perceived threat of
coronavirus and of her experiences related to the COVID-19 pandemic on her relationship
with the child: mother-reported increase in the use of harsh parenting behaviors and
mother’s perceived closeness with her child. The analyses considered the mediating role of
parental stress. The study was conducted in Poland. It provides a better understanding of
how external stressors (related to the pandemic) increase the risk of undesirable behaviors of

mothers towards their children.

1. Theoretical background

The COVID-19 pandemic has transformed daily lives of individuals, presenting them
with multiple new challenges, also those concerning interpersonal relations, especially
relations between family members. As a result of the pandemic, a number of individuals
have become financially worse off and found it more difficult to access many resources.
Pandemic-related challenges constitute one of possible external stressors that may threaten
the quality of intra-family relationships. Previous studies confirm that external stressors
(such as financial difficulties, demanding work, or natural disasters) can adversely affect the
quality and even durability of a couple’s relationship (Pietromonaco & Overall, 2020) and the
quality of parent-child relationship (Chung et al., 2020).

Experiencing parental stress is common among parents of children of any age and in
any culture (Louie, Cromer, & Berry, 2017). Parental stress is amplified in families

experiencing stressors (Nielsen, Pontoppidan, & Rayce, 2020), including external stressors;
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for example, a pandemic. It is defined as a psychological reaction (distress) that occurs when
parents are unable to meet the demands placed on them in relation to their parental role
because they do not have sufficient resources, such as energy, time, or skills. (Holly, Fenley,
Kritikos, Merson, Abidin, & Langer, 2019). Parental stress may result both from demands
and from the cognitive appraisal of those demands. Being exposed to stressors may lead to
cognitive, emotional and physical fatigue, which in turn may overwhelm parent-child
relationships (Deater-Deckard, 2014), increasing the risk of harsh parenting (Beckerman, van
Berkel, Mesman, & Alink, 2017). The quality of parent-child relationships is best explained
by considering not just one stressor, but the accumulation of stressors (McGoron, Riley, &
Scaramella, 2020; Lamela & Figueiredo, 2018). The negative consequences of a stressor -
which in this case is the coronavirus pandemic - also depend on how it is perceived; for
example, whether it is perceived as a threat (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

The Parenting Stress Model (Abidin, 1992) assumes that parental stress is a key factor
that explains the behavior of a parent towards their child - especially undesirable behavior
(Berry & Jones, 1995) and the use of harsh parenting (Beckerman, van Berkel, Mesman, &
Alink, 2017; Chung et al. 2020) - and increases the risk of abusive and neglecting behavior
(Brown, Doom, Lechuga-Pefia, Watamura, & Koppels, 2020).

2. Conceptual model and research hypotheses

Based on the theoretical concept of parental stress and research results, we developed
a conceptual model of relations between variables (Fig. 1). The model assumes that the
COVID-19 pandemic has been a source of many external stressors, and that individuals
make the cognitive appraisal of risks associated with the pandemic. Moreover, it assumes
that two psychological aspects of the pandemic, i.e., external stressors unrelated to the
relationship with the child and caused by the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., economic losses,
being isolated, hospitalization, death and hospitalization of relatives, etc.), as well as the
perceived threat of coronavirus, may affect the quality of relationship with the child. It is
assumed that these two psychological aspects of the pandemic are highly likely to affect the
relationship between mother and child, threatening its quality and leading to an increase in
the use of harsh parenting as reported by the mother and a decrease in the mother’s
perceived closeness with her child.

Furthermore, it is assumed that the effect of coronavirus pandemic on the mother’s
behavior is mediated by parental stress. It is therefore expected that:

H1. Mothers who experience more coronavirus-related stressors will experience more
parental stress;

H2. Mothers who perceive threat posed by the coronavirus as higher will experience

more parental stress;
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H3a. Higher parental stress will be associated with a greater increase in the use of
harsh parenting during the pandemic as reported by mothers ;

H3b. Higher parental stress will be associated with a decrease in the mother’s
perceived closeness with her child;

H4. Parental stress will mediate the relationship between greater impact of the

pandemic and the negative effects in mother-child relationship.

Coronavirus
Experiences

Parental
Stress

Perceived

threat of
coronavirus

Fig. 1. Theoretical model of dependencies between variables

3. Method

The study analyzed the results obtained from 155 women who were selected from a
larger group of female participants in a survey on the impact of the pandemic on family

functioning. The selection criteria for the study group included: being in a relationship
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(either formal or informal) and raising at least one child aged 7 to 12. The analysis focused on
families with schoolchildren, as at the time when the survey had been conducted schools
were closed due to the pandemic restrictions and many parents had to work from home,
which had a significant impact on families, especially on mothers. The survey was carried
out online with the LimeSurvey tool in the period between February 19, 2021 and April 2,
2021.

4. Measurement of variables

The study used questionnaires to measure two psychological aspects of the COVID-
19 pandemic: perceived coronavirus threat and pandemic-related experiences. These
variables were measured using the Polish-language versions of questionnaires developed by
Conway, Woodard, and Zubrod (2020). The Perceived Coronavirus Threat Questionnaire
(Conway et al., 2020) was used to assess how threatened or worried mothers felt about the
coronavirus epidemic. The questionnaire consisted of six items (e.g., “Thinking about the
coronavirus (COVID-19) makes me feel threatened”, “I am worried that I or people I love
will get sick from the coronavirus (COVID-19)”). For each of the statements, respondents
marked their answers on a seven-point scale, where 1 means “not true of me at all” and 7
means “very true of me.” The original questionnaire was translated into Polish in accordance
with the applicable rules and the psychometric validity of the Polish scale was confirmed.
One item (“I am not worried about the coronavirus (COVID-19)” was removed from the
scale, as it would require reverse-scoring. As a result, Cronbach’s reliability coefficient a was
improved (before the item was removed: a = 0.88; and after it was removed: a = 0.93). The
Polish version of the scale shows very high internal reliability and its validity was also
confirmed. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) showed good psychometric properties of the
Polish version of the scale [x? (4) =4.19; p = 0.38; CMIN / df = 1.05; GFI = 0.989; AGFI = 0.960
and RMSEA = 0.02 (90% LO <0.001; HI = 0.12; PCLOSE = 0.56); SRMR = 0.02; CFI = 1.00; TLI
= 0.999] (Xia & Yang, 2019). Its validity was also confirmed by examining correlations
between the results obtained from the Polish version and those from the original Perceived
Coronavirus Threat Scale (Krok & Zarzycka, 2020). The pandemic-related experiences and
the perceived impact of the pandemic on life were assessed with the scale developed on the
basis of the Coronavirus Experiences and Impacts Questionnaire (Conway et al., 2020).
Following the recommendation of its authors that researchers use the items as they had been
formulated in the original questionnaire or adapt them as they see fit, the list of items
concerning experiences related to the pandemic was expanded. Based on the literature
review and the pilot study results, we added items regarding experiences connected with the
pandemic and the impact of pandemic on life. These added items concerned both negative

phenomena (stressors) and positive ones. For each statement, respondents were to mark
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whether they had experienced a given situation during the pandemic or not. The answer
“yes” was coded as the occurrence of a given experience (negative or positive) and was
assigned 1 point. All responses were then summed up to develop an index of stressors and of
positive experiences related to the COVID-19 pandemic. A higher score indicates a greater
number of experiences of a given type. Table 1 provides a full list of experiences.

Parental stress was measured with the Polish version of The Parental Stress Scale
(Berry & Jones, 1995), which is widely used to assess the levels of stress associated with being
a parent (Nielsen, Pontoppidan, & Rayce, 2020). Higher scores on this scale are associated
with lower levels of parental sensitivity to the child, poorer child behavior, and a lower
quality of parent-child relationship (Berry & Jones, 1995). The original version consists of 18
items, with respondents indicating how much they agree or disagree with each item on a
five-point scale (1 - strongly disagree; 5 - strongly agree). However, following the analyses
that employed the results of the Polish version of the Parental Stress Scale, we removed three
items and thus the Polish version ultimately consisted of 15 statements. Confirmatory factor
analysis supported the factor validity of the scale [x? (69) = 128.14; p <0.001; CMIN / df =
1.86; GFI = 0.905; AGFI = 0.834; RMSEA = 0.075 (90% LO = 0.054; HI = 0.095; PCLOSE =
0.026); SRMR = 0.07; CFI = 0.944; TLI = 0.915]. The validity of the scale was also confirmed by
analyzing correlations between its results and the results obtained from the scale that
measured intensification of difficult situations in relationships with children and the spouse
before the pandemic (Pearson’s r = 0.21, p = 0.008), and the scale measuring parental
cooperation (Pearson’s r = -0.36, p <0.001). The Polish version of the scale shows satisfactory
reliability measured by Cronbach’s coefficient (a = 0.896).

The study considered two indicators of mother-child relationship during the
pandemic: mother-reported increase in the use of harsh parenting, and the mother’s
perceived closeness with her child. These variables were measured with Polish versions of
two scales developed originally by Chung, Lanier, and Wong (2020) for the purposes of
research during the COVID-19 pandemic. The scale for measuring an increase in harsh
parenting during the pandemic consists of three statements: “I yelled /screamed at
child(ren) more often,” “I used harsh words on child(ren) more often,” and “I spanked or
caned child(ren) more often.” Respondents marked how true each statement was about their
behavior during the pandemic on a four-point scale (where 1 = Not true of me at all, and 4 =
Very true of me). We summed the scores across the three items to create a measure of harsh
parenting. Higher scores indicated a greater increase in the use of harsh parenting during the
pandemic. The psychometric validity of the Polish version of the scale was confirmed. The
validity of the scale was verified by confirmatory factor analysis and by analyzing the
correlation between its results and the results obtained from the scales that measured the
mother’s assessment of parental cooperation (Pearson’s r = -0.31, p <0.001) and the mother’s

aggressive behaviors in conflict situations with her child (Pearson’s r = 0.46, p < 0.001). The
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Polish version of the scale shows a satisfactory internal reliability measured with Cronbach’s
a (a = 0.79). The scale used to assess the mother’s perceived closeness with her child during
the pandemic consisted of three statements: “How close do you feel to your child(ren)
during the pandemic,” “How often have you praised or complimented your child(ren)
during the pandemic?,” and “How often have you and child(ren) shown love and affection
to each other during the pandemic?” Respondents marked their answers on a five-point scale
/ (1 - never; 5 - always). We summed the scores across the three items to create a measure of
closeness. Higher scores indicated a closer relationship during the pandemic. The
psychometric validity of the Polish version was confirmed. The validity of the scale was
tested by confirmatory factor analysis and by analyzing the correlation of the scale results
with the results obtained from the scales measuring the mother’s assessment of parental
cooperation (Pearson’s r = 0.35, p <0.001) and the mother’s aggressive behavior in conflict
situations with her child (Pearson’s r = -0.34, p <0.001). The Polish version of the scale shows

a satisfactory internal reliability measured with Cronbach’s a (a = 0.91).
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Table 1. Negative and positive experiences related to the coronavirus pandemic (percentage of
mothers reporting a given experience)

Difficulties in accessing health care

Aloved one suffering from COVID-19

Being ill with COVID-19

lliness of a loved one - other than COVID-19

Being quarantined / isolated

Hospital stay of a loved one

Death of a loved one unrelated to COVID-19
Difficulties in contacting a loved one who needs help...
Personalillness - other than COVID-19

Inability to say goodbye to a person who passed away
Staying in hospital

Being lonely when dealing with personal illness
Death of a loved one as a result of COVID-19

Being uncertain of tomorrow / future

Worse financial / economic situation
Difficulties connected with working from home
Worse work conditions

Threat of job loss

Inability to provide for the family

Job loss
Restricted opportunities to pursue interests, hobbies 84,5
Disruption of lifestyle 79,4

Difficulties connected with remote education of children
Difficulties in taking care of children

Lack of support

Difficulties in getting essential resources

Better relationships with family members

Husband / partner getting more involved in family life
More time for oneself

Better handling of work duties

Better relationships with friends, neighbors, etc.
Other important positive changes

More opportunities to pursue interests and hobbies

More opportunities to take care of one's health

Better earnings

0,0 20,0 40,0 60,0 80,0 100,0
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5. Statistical analyses

We used a structural equation modeling (SEM) framework as suggested in AMOS 27
(Arbuckle, 2019) in the SPSS package. Structural equation modeling enables to determine
whether the a priori model is supported by empirical data (Konarski, 2009). It is used to test
hypothetical causal relations between variables and indirect effects (Staniec, 2018). In the
analyses, we tested the model developed based on theoretical knowledge (Fig. 1). The model
was tested separately for each of the two indicators of mother-child relationship: mother-
reported increase in the use of harsh parenting and the mother’s perceived closeness with
her child. Since latent variables in the model were measured with scales consisting of several
items, the aggregate measurement was treated as a manifest variable. We verified whether
an important condition of item aggregation had been met, namely whether items in each
scale represented one dimension; ie., whether they measured one construct (Little,
Cunnigham, & Shahar, 2002). The values of Cronbach’s reliability coefficient a (ranging from
0.79 to 0.93) and results of confirmatory factor analyses allowed us to assume that this
condition had been met. Therefore, it can be assumed that the questions in questionnaires
that we used measure the analyzed phenomenon consistently. To evaluate model fit, we
used indices based on the chi-square fit statistics (CMIN, CMIN / DF) and measures of
model fit: SRMR (Standardized Root Mean Square Residual), CFI (Comparative Fit Index)
and RMSEA (Root Mean Square Error of Approximation), which are recommended in the
literature (Hu & Bentler, 1998). Based on the literature (Bedyniska & Ksigzek, 2012), it was
assumed that the following values indicated good fit between the theoretical model and
empirical data: RMSEA < 0.06; SRMR < 0.08; CFI> 0.90, RMSEA < 0.06. The maximum
likelihood (ML) method was used. In our analyses, we employed the bootstrap method,

generating 1600 bootstrap samples to produce bootstrap confidence intervals.

6. Results

6.1. Demographic characteristics of respondents

The mean age of the women who met the eligibility criteria and were included in the
study group was 38.21 (SD = 5.85) and the mean length of their relationship (in years) stood
at 14.49 (SD = 5.83). Almost all of them were married (90.3% being in a civil and/or church
marriage while 9.7% living in an informal relationship - partnership/cohabitation). The vast
majority were professionally active (89.7%) and completed at least secondary education
(91.6%; including 23.9% that completed secondary or post-secondary education and 67.7% -
higher education); the remaining ones (8.4%) had basic vocational education. Most

respondents (60.6%) lived in small-towns or rural areas, while 39.4% in mid-size and large
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cities. The study was conducted during the period when the Covid-19- related restrictions
were in place (including remote education for children and many parents working from
home). In the group of professionally active mothers, the majority (54.0%) worked only on-
site, while the remaining ones combined remote and on-site work (38.8%) or worked only
remotely (7.2%). The number of children in their families varied from one to six. Most
families had two children (57.4%), families with one child and three children constituted a
much smaller percentage (14.2% and 9.4%, respectively), and families with four and six
children were the smallest group (7.1% and 1.9%, respectively). Children in these families
were of different ages, ranging from 2 to 19 years old. The mean age of children was 2.27 (SD
= 0.93), with at least one child aged 7 to 12 in each family. In most families (65.5%) children
learned both remotely and in class, in about one third of families (27.7%) - only remotely,

and in the remaining families (4.5%) - only in class.

6.2.  Results of two-variable correlation analyses
Table 2. presents the descriptive statistics of the distribution of variables included in
the analyses. Table 3 shows the values of Pearson r correlation coefficients between these

variables.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables

Variable Min Max M SD Skewness Kurtosis
Perceived threat | 5 35 18,26 9,01 0,329 -0,891
of coronavirus

Coronavirus 0 26 8,61 5,07 0,691 0,769
Experiences

Parental 14 47 23,68 8,38 0,966 0,129
Stress

Mother-child 6 15 13,19 1,97 -0,838 0,069
relationship

closeness

Harsh 3 12 5,82 2,11 0,818 0,551
Parenting

Bivariate correlations indicate that higher parental stress is significantly associated
with higher levels of mothers” harsh parenting behaviors and poorer emotional closeness
with their children, and it is positively associated with the perceived threat of coronavirus
and with pandemic-related experiences. No significant correlation, however, has been found

between the perceived threat of coronavirus and pandemic-related experiences.
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Table 3. Correlation Table for Study Variables ( r -Pearson)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

1. Perceived | -
threat of
coronavirus

2. Coronavirus | 0,05 -
Experiences

3.Parental 0,16* 0,36*** _
Stress

4 Mother-child | -0,13 -0,28%** -0,43%** -
relationship
closeness

5.Harsh 0,17* 0,10 0,35%** -0,26%** -
Parenting

Note:* p <0,05; ** p <0,01; ** p < 0,001

6.3.  Results of analyses with structural equation modeling

The obtained fit indices allow us to conclude that both the model with the outcome
variable: mother-reported increase in harsh parenting [x? (2) = 2.354; p = 0.308; CMIN/ df =
1.177; GFI = 0.992; AGFI = 0.962 and RMSEA = 0.034 (LO <0.001; HI = 0.167; PCLOSE = 0.437;
SRMR = 0,0359) and also NFI = 0.950; CFI = 0.991; RFI = 0.850], and the model with the
outcome variable: mother’s perceived closeness with the child [x? (2) = 4.645; p = 0.098;
CMIN / df = 2.322; GFI = 0.985; AGFI = 0.927 and RMSEA = 0.09 (LO <0.001; HI = 0.206;
PCLOSE = 0.188; SRMR = 0.0465) and NFI = 0.923; CFI = 0.951; RFI = 0.768] fit well the
variance and co-variance matrix, which means that they are a useful representation of reality.
Table 4 shows standardized and unstandardized path coefficients and the bootstrap
confidence intervals at the 95% level.

Research findings (Tab. 4) indicate that the impact of negative COVID-19-related
experiences indirectly influenced mother-child relationship through its effect on parental
stress. Mothers who have had more negative COVID-19-related experiences suffer from
greater parental stress (unstandardized direct effect= 0.574; p < 0.01), and mothers who
experience greater parental stress report an increase in harsh parenting behaviors during the
pandemic (unstandardized direct effect = 0.088; p < 0.01) and a decrease in their perceived
closeness with the child (unstandardized direct effect = -0.10; p < 0.01). Negative experiences
related to the coronavirus affect maternal behaviors in relation to the child only indirectly,
through parental stress. They were not found to have a direct effect on the mother’s behavior
- independent of their effect on parental stress. The unstandardized indirect effect equaled
0.05 (p < 0.001) for mother-reported harsh parenting behaviors, and -0.057 (p < 0.001) for

mother’s perceived closeness with the child. It was found that there was no significant effect
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(either direct or indirect) of the perceived threat of coronavirus on mother-child relationship

and on parental stress.

Table 4. Total, Direct, and Indirect Effects

Outcome:

Harsh Parenting

Standardized 3 Unstandardized 3 Left-Bound 95% | Right-Bound 95%

Confidence Confidence
Interval Interval

Total Indirect
Effects:
Perceived threat | 0,05 0,012 -0,002 0,034
of coronavirus —
Outcome
Coronavirus 0,12 0,05%** 0,024 0,088
Experiences —
Outcome
Direct Effect:
Parental Stress — | 0,35 0,088** 0,044 0,12
Outcome

Outcome:

Mother-child relationship closeness
Total Indirect
Effects::
Perceived threat | -0,062 -0,013 -0,037 0,002
of coronavirus
— Outcome
Coronavirus -0,15 -0,057*** -0,096 -0,026
Experiences —
Outcome
Parental stress — | -0,43 -0,10** -0,141 -0,056
Outcome

Outcome:

Parental Stress
Perceived threat | 0,15 0,14 -0,035 0,303
of coronavirus —
Outcome
Coronavirus 0,35 0,574** 0,288 0,781
Experiences —
Outcome

Note: * p <0,05; ** p <0,01; *** p < 0,001
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The perceived threat of coronavirus and negative experiences related to the
coronavirus taken together account for 15% of the variability in parental stress, while all the
three variables taken together account for 12% of the variability in mother-reported increase
harsh parenting behaviors, and 18% of the variability in mother’s perceived closeness with
the child.

Discussion

The aim of the study was to determine the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on the
relationship between mother and child. Two psychological aspects of the pandemic were
considered: mothers’ perceived threat of coronavirus and their negative pandemic-related
experiences. As expected, mothers’ negative experiences related to the pandemic
significantly affect mother-child relationships: mothers who have experienced more stressful
situations report a greater increase in harsh parenting behaviors and they indicate that they
are less emotionally close to their children. As hypothesized, this relationship is mediated by
parental stress. However, we found no direct effect of negative experiences related to the
pandemic on the mother-child relationship. Contrary to expectations, we did not find any
significant effect of mothers” perceived threat of coronavirus on their relationship with their
children.

The research findings show that the pandemic has a negative impact on mother-child
relationships and this impact is fully mediated by parental stress. Thus, it is necessary to take
measures to mitigate the negative effects of the pandemic. This is important for the well-

being of children and their mothers.
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