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Maria Adélia Minghelli Pieta1 • Giana Bitencourt Frizzo1

Received: 13 August 2020 / Accepted: 1 June 2021 / Published online: 27 July 2021

� National Academy of Psychology (NAOP) India 2021

Abstract COVID-19 pandemic has become a significant

international public health problem. In addition to dealing

with the pandemic’s impact on mental health, parents need

to cope with specific changes in their routines caused by

social distance measures. This study aimed to investigate

common mental disorders (CMD) symptoms in Brazilian

parents during the COVID-19 pandemic and its associated

factors. A total of 232 Brazilian parents ranging from 20 to

48 years old (M = 33.85; SD = 4.83) with children aged

1–36 months (M = 17.00; SD = 9,87) participated in an

online survey. Parents answered a sociodemographic

questionnaire, Self-Report Questionnaire (SRQ-20), Per-

ceived Stress Scale (PSS-4), and Parenting Sense of

Competence Scale. Chi-square tests, correlations, and

multiple linear regression were performed. Results showed

that parents’ symptoms of CMD were negatively associated

to perceived parental competence (b =- 0.130; p = 0.011)

and family income (b =- 0.190; p = 0.024). Furthermore,

perceived stress was the most related variable to parents’

symptoms of CMD (b = 0.618; p\ 0.001), showing a

positive association. The model explained 49.5% of the

variation. Results suggest that lower family income may

increase symptoms of CMD in Brazilian parents, which is a

concern in a country of high social inequality. Parental

sense of competence may be a relevant protective factor.

Interventions targeting parental competence and stress

reduction should be considered to address the mental health

impacts of the pandemic.
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Background

The new Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic has become a

significant international public health problem (Holmes

et al., 2020; World Health Organization [WHO], 2020a).

According to the WHO report (2020b), 17,660,523 people

were infected and 680,894 died from COVID-19 over the

world up until August 2. Brazil is one of the most affected

countries around the globe, with 2,733,677 confirmed cases

and 94,104 deaths up until August 2 (Brasil, 2020a).

It is known from previous studies that a pandemic out-

break can cause important psychological effects, such as

stress, depression, anxiety, fear and uncertainty that can

last even after the pandemic is over (Brooks et al., 2020;

Ornell et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020). In addition to

concerns about the population’s physical health and the

necessary measures to contain the virus, studies focusing

on mental health are extremely required (Ornell et al.,

2020).

Furthermore, some recent studies have been investigat-

ing the possible effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on

mental health (Bao et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2020). Wang

et al. (2020) found moderate to severe levels of depression,

stress, and anxiety in the Chinese population two weeks

after the beginning of the disease. In a rapid review, Brooks

et al. (2020) identified that the majority of investigated

studies found post-traumatic stress symptoms, anger, and

confusion due to quarantine and its associated factors, like
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income problems and fear of infection. A Brazilian study

also investigated the symptoms of mental health disorders

associated with factors like social distance and family

income. The results showed that participants in the risk

group for COVID-19 (people over 60 years, diabetics,

hypertensive, cardiac and/or breathing problems and

pregnant women) or that experienced a decrease in family

income were more likely to show symptoms of common

mental disorders (anxiety and depression) (Duarte et al.,

2020).

Besides the challenges and difficulties faced by all

populations, it is important to address specificities regard-

ing parents’ mental health. Health emergency situations,

such as a disease outbreak can be detrimental to family

relations and increase risks in this group (Chung et al.,

2020). In addition to dealing with the pandemic’s impact

on mental health, parents need to cope with specific

changes in their routines caused by social distance mea-

sures, which can often mean loss of support network, an

overload of functions, financial restrictions, and manage-

ment of children’s emotions (Cluver et al., 2020).

A study conducted during a disease epidemic in Aus-

tralia has already verified that families with one child had a

higher risk of psychological distress than those with no

children (Taylor et al., 2008). In a sample of Chinese

parents, those caring for children under three years old

during the COVID-19 outbreak had worse mental health

scores (Bai et al., 2020). Yuan et al. (2020) also found

higher scores of depression and anxiety in parents com-

pared to peers before the pandemic.

The quality of parent–infant relationships has important

implications for child development (Bowlby, 1989; Stern,

1997) since these first relationships will establish the

foundations of mental health in the individual (Winnicott,

1987/2006). In this sense, parental mental health is a

known factor of relevance to child development and

attachment (Bowlby, 1989), especially in early childhood.

Difficulties in parents’ mental health are linked to delays in

child development (Kingston & Tough, 2014) and reduced

quality in early interactions (Parfitt et al., 2013), which

have important emotional implications. Factors that can

interfere with mental health in a context like the current are

the decrease in family income (Duarte et al., 2020; Lebel

et al., 2020; Wu et al., 2020), preoccupations related to

economy and work (American Psychological Association

[APA], 2020a), besides worries about the impact of the

coronavirus pandemic on child’s social development

(APA, 2020b).

Parental stress is extensively investigated in the litera-

ture and plays an important role in parenting performance.

In this sense, the Center on the Developing Child at Har-

vard University (CDCH, 2017) is emphatic concerning the

need that public policies should focus on reducing sources

of stress in families with children. Parental stress concerns

the parents’ responses and resources related to situations

and demands required in the exercise of parental function

(Holly et al., 2019). A study conducted by The Harris Poll

(APA, 2020a) in the USA from an online survey with 3.013

adults found that American parents are, on average, feeling

significantly higher levels of stress than adults without

children during the COVID-19 pandemic. They also iden-

tified some sources for parental stress reported by parents,

such as a family member getting coronavirus (74%), dis-

rupted routines/adjusting to new routines (74%), getting

coronavirus (73%), managing distance/online learning for

their child(ren) (71%), self-isolation (67%), among others

(APA, 2020a).

On the other hand, isolation can be an opportunity for an

increase in family interaction. This opens a window to

moments of proximity and creativity in household activi-

ties (Bartlett et al., 2020; Weaver & Wiener, 2020). Thus,

the situation of social distance can bring parents and chil-

dren closer, allow parents to deepen their relations, and be

present to support children’s needs (Bartlett et al., 2020). A

recent study conducted with parents in the USA found

positive perceptions about family relationships due to

social distance measures. Results showed, for example, that

fathers felt closer to their children, sharing pleasant

moments and feelings than before the confinement

(Weissbourd et al., 2020).

According to the literature, perceived parental compe-

tence is a factor that is related to parental satisfaction,

which is essential to child well-being and can contribute to

healthy family relations (Matias et al., 2017). In this sense,

perceived parental competence refers to parent’s percep-

tion (Pardo et al., 2018) and expectations of their own role

as parents (Ferreira et al., 2014). Studies showed that

greater perceived parental competence is positively asso-

ciated with positive parental practices (Dekovic et al.,

2010; Tristão et al., 2015), better mother-infant interaction

(Chung et al., 2018) and child well-being (Nunes & Ayala

Nunes, 2016). Contrarily, less perceived parental compe-

tence is related to higher scores of depression (Chung et al.,

2018), more parental stress (Löfgren et al., 2017), and

problematic family function (Laifer et al., 2019).

A Brazilian study investigating the Zika virus epidemic

assessed the mediating role of parental self-efficacy related

to socio-environmental factors and maternal mental health.

Participants were 69 mothers of children diagnosed with

Zika Virus Congenital Syndrome. Results suggested that

parental self-efficacy predicted better scores of general

health and mediated the relation between life satisfaction,

negative feelings, and maternal mental health (Lima &

Souza, 2019).

Investigating these variables can help to understand the

effects that the pandemic potentially has on parental mental
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health in a low-income country like Brazil, helping to

identify the particularities of parenting in this context.

Thereby, this study aimed to investigate symptoms of

common mental disorders (CMD) in Brazilian parents

during the COVID-19 pandemic and its associated factors.

Methods

Design and Procedures

This was a cross-sectional correlational study, according to

Johnson’s (2001) criteria, which was developed as part of

the project entitled ‘‘Parental mental health and use of

digital media by young children: a comparative study

before and during the COVID-19 pandemic’’. The project

was approved by the National Research Ethics Commis-

sion, CAAE Protocol No 30809520.9.0000.5334. For this

study, only data obtained during the pandemic were used.

Participants were invited via social networks and

researchers’ personal contacts. Before the survey, there was

a Free and Informed Consent Form presenting the proce-

dures and purpose of the study as well as participants’

rights. All participants gave their consent and responded to

an online survey. Data collection was conducted from May

27 to June 15, 2020.

Participants

The study sample consisted of 232 Brazilian parents

ranging from 20 to 48 years old (M = 33.85; SD = 4.83)

with healthy children aged 1–36 months (M = 17.00;

SD = 9,87). Participants were primarily mothers (91.8%)

and 55.6% of children were girls. Most participants were

from the south (71.9%) and southeast (15.5%) regions of

Brazil, the others were from northeast (10%), middle west

(1.8%) and north (0.8%) regions.

Instruments

Sociodemographic Questionnaire

This instrument was used to access sociodemographic data

such as age, educational level, income and aspects related

to the context of the pandemic such as changes in income

and in the way work is carried out, loss of social support in

child care, contact with people in the COVID-19 high-risk

group, among others.

Self-Reporting Questionnaire (SRQ-20)—Brazilian

Portuguese version (Mari & Williams, 1986)

This is a psychiatric screening tool proposed by Harding

et al. (1980) and developed by the World Health Organi-

zation for non-psychotic mental disorders, especially for

symptoms of depression and anxiety, and can be used in

clinical and non-clinical populations. The questionnaire

consists of 20 yes/no questions: four are about physical

symptoms and 16 about psycho-emotional disorders. Each

affirmative answer is scored as 1 and the final score is

given by the total sum. The cut-off point is eight for the

clinical group (Mari & Williams, 1986). The Brazilian

version of the SRQ-20 used was validated by Mari and

Williams (1986) and reassessed by Gonçalves et al. (2008).

The internal consistency of the Brazilian version was

a = 0.86 (Gonçalves et al., 2008). The instrument was used

in this research to collect information about parental mental

health.

Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-4)—Brazilian Portuguese

version (Faro, 2015)

This instrument is widely used to detect the degree to

which individuals evaluate situations and/or stimuli in their

experiential context as stressors (Cohen et al., 1983). The

PSS is originally composed of 14 items, but there are

reduced versions with 10 and 4 items. Faro (2015) per-

formed the PSS Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) in the

Brazilian context in a population sample testing the three

versions. The two-factor model proved to be superior in all

versions. The PSS-4, version used in this study, showed

excellent indicators in the CFA, despite the Cronbach’s

Alpha of 0.64. This value, although below the cutoff point

usually considered, may be related to the lower variability

of the distribution produced by the low number of items,

which does not necessarily compromise internal validity

(Faro, 2015). In this study, the Cronbach’s Alpha of PSS

was 0.80 which is a value considered satisfactory (Nun-

nally, 1978). The PSS author indicates the version of four

items preferably for epidemiological research with the aim

of conducting a general stress screening.

Parenting Sense of Competence Scale (PSOC)—Brazilian

Portuguese version (Pardo et al., 2018)

This instrument, originally developed by Gibaud-Wallston

and Wandersman (1978), assesses the perception of com-

petence of fathers and mothers in their parenting functions.

The scale consists of 16 items that vary on a scale of 1–6

points between ‘‘totally disagree’’ and ‘‘totally agree’’. The

sum of the items generates a score that indicates the per-

ception of competence, which is understood as 16–31: very
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weak; 32–47: weak; 48–64 average; 65–80: strong; 81–96:

very strong. The original PSOC was adapted for Brazilian

Portuguese and evidence-based on the internal structure of

the instrument showed satisfactory values for the two-

factor solution (v2/gl = 1.188; CFI = 0.970; RMSEA =

0.035; pRSMEA = 0.703). The internal consistency in this

sample was a = 0.812, indicating satisfactory reliability

(Nunnally, 1978).

Data Analysis

The data was analyzed using the Statistical Package for the

Social Sciences (SPSS) version 24 software. Descriptive

statistics (frequencies, means, and standard deviations) of

the variables were calculated and the distribution patterns

were inspected. As the variables showed only a slight

skewness and kurtosis (values\ 1), parametric tests were

used. Initially, chi-square tests were performed among

CMD symptoms and variables such as being in social

distance, time in confinement, child’s gender, decreased

income due to the pandemic, number of children, occupa-

tion, being in the COVID-19 risk group, living with

someone who is in the risk group or having someone close

in the risk group, but who does not live together.

Thereafter, Pearson’s correlations were conducted

between continuous variables: CMD symptoms, family

income, child’s age, perceived stress, parental sense of

competence, and perceived loss of social support. The

variables correlated with the CMD symptoms (dependent

variable) were selected as independent variables in the

multiple linear regression model. The following parameters

were inspected in the regression models and the Enter

method was used: independence of residues, homoscedas-

ticity, and error distribution pattern to verify the adequacy

of the analysis. For the linear model, regression weights (b)
and the percentage of explained variance (R2adj) were

reported to interpret the results. The level of significance

adopted was 5%.

Results

At the time of data collection, 88.8% of parents were in

social distancing, of which 69.4% were carrying out work

and/or study activities at home. 82.8% reported being in

this situation for more than two months. Most parents are

middle class and highly educated (Table 1) and 56.5%

declared that their family income had decreased due to

pandemic. In that period, the minimum wage in Brazil was

USD 190.18 per month (BRL 1037.00). Most families had

only one child (74.6%) and three people depending on the

family income (62.5%); and most participants lived with a

partner (92.7%).

Regarding the tested variables, 14.2% of the sample

claimed to be in COVID-19 high-risk group (self-reported

diabetes, high blood pressure, over 60 years of age, cardiac

or breathing problems). As for contact with people in this

high-risk group, 19.8% said they lived with someone in the

risk group and 65.9% reported having someone close in the

risk group, but who does not live together.

Concerning the time spent with the child during social

distancing, 45.7% stated that they spend all day with the

child and 47.4% that they spend most of the day with the

child, sharing with another caregiver. One-quarter of par-

ticipants reported receiving educational assignments from

their children’s daycare centers. As for support for chil-

dren’s care, parents reported the loss of help from daycare

centers (49.1%), family and friends (47.4%), and nannies

(12.9%). Only 19.8% did not have any of these types of

support before the pandemic.

The mean score on SRQ-20 was 7.22 (SD = 4.28) and

46.6% of the sample was above the cutoff point for CMD.

In chi-square tests, CMD symptoms were positively asso-

ciated with being in social distancing (v2 = 9.360, df = 3,

p = 0.025), with time in confinement (v2 = 9.127, df = 3,

p = 0.028), with being in COVID-19 risk group

(v2 = 4.513, df = 1, p = 0.034) and with living with

someone who is in the risk group (v2 = 6.272, df = 1,

p = 0.012). Occupation, decreased income due to the

pandemic, child’s gender, number of children, and having

someone close in the risk group but who does not live

together were not associated with CMD symptoms.

In respect to the perceived stress, the mean score of the

sample was 11.7 (SD = 2.94) and 92.2% of the sample was

above the cutoff point (8) for high stress. With regard to the

parental sense of competence, the mean score was 72.3

(SD = 9.77) which indicated a strong sense of competence.

The other selected variable was family income (M = 5.27;

SD = 1.64). In this sample, the mean income was around

six to nine minimum wages. These variables were tested in

Pearson’s correlations with CMD symptoms.

The CMD symptoms correlated with most vari-

ables (Table 2). It is observed that as parents present more

levels of perceived stress, they also present more CMD

symptoms. In this sense, the higher is the family income,

and the sense of parental competence, the fewer fathers and

mothers present CMD symptoms. No correlation was found

between CMD symptoms, child’s age, and perceived loss

of social support. The variables showed magnitude

between weak to strong r = - 0.25 to r = 0.70 (p\ 0.01).

All variables that displayed significant correlations were

entered into the regression.

Table 3 shows the multiple linear regression model for

the CMD symptoms, in which the independent variables

were those that showed correlation with the dependent

variable. In this model, the variable Perceived Stress
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(b = 0.618) showed a stronger association with the CMD

symptoms, followed by the variable Parental Sense of

Competence (b = - 0.130). Thus, perceived stress is pos-

itively associated with CMD symptoms, while higher

family income and parental sense of competence can

decrease the possibility of presenting the outcome. The

model proved to be satisfactory, with an Adjusted R Square

value of 49.5%.

Discussion

This cross-sectional study found a relatively high preva-

lence of CMD symptoms (46.6%) among parents. Pre

pandemic adult cohorts in Brazil reported CMD preva-

lences ranging from 14.7% (Moraes et al., 2017) to 28%

(Anselmi et al., 2008) and up to 37.6% among an urban

sample of 1095 low-income mothers in Brazil (Carmo

Table 1 Family income and educational level (N = 232)

fa %

Monthly family income

B 1 minimum wage 7 3.0%

1–3 minimum wages 22 9.5%

3–6 minimum wages 59 25.4%

6–9 minimum wages 48 20.7%

9–12 minimum wages 39 16.8%

12–15 minimum wages 24 10.3%

C 15 minimum wages 33 14.2%

Educational level

Up to elementary school 4 1.7%

High school 36 15.5%

Undergraduate school 67 28.9%

Associate degree 3 1.3%

Graduate school 122 52.6%

Table 2 Mean (SD) and correlations among the variables

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Symptoms of CMD 7.22 (4.28) 1 - .25** .01 .70** - .37** .08

2. Family income 5.27 (1.64) 1 - .00 - .22** .04 .12

3. Child’s age 17.0 (9.87) 1 - .02 - .02 .29**

4. Perceived stress 11.7 (2.94) 1 - .38** .09

5. Parental sense of competence 72.3 (9.77) 1 - .05

6. Perceived loss of social support 1.09 (0.72) 1

*p\ .05, **p\ .001

Table 3 Symptoms of CMD

Variable B 95% IC b t p

Constant 2.230 [- 2.284; 6.744] .973 .331

Family income - .284 [- .531; - .038] - .109 - 2.28 .024

Perceived stress .901 [.753; 1.050] .618 11.942 .001

Parental sense of competence - .057 [- .101; - .013] - .130 - 2.576 .011

Durbin-Watson = 2.03; R2adj-0.495 (N = 232, p\ 0.001)
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et al., 2018). This high prevalence is still lower than that

found in the present study. Epidemiological studies con-

ducted during the pandemic also found elevated rates of

depression, anxiety, and stress among adults. Of the 799

Brazilian adults assessed by Duarte et al. (2020) 40,9%

screened positive for CMD symptoms. Chinese parents of

hospitalized children accessed after the outbreak had sig-

nificantly worse depression and anxiety scores when

compared to parents of hospitalized children accessed

before this event (Yuan et al., 2020). These data suggest

that the COVID-19 pandemic may have an association with

the risk of mental health problems across populations.

Perceived stress was the most related variable to par-

ents’ symptoms of CMD, showing a positive association.

Surprisingly, 92.2% of the sample screened positive for

high levels of stress. Although the general population is

experiencing considerable stress related to the coronavirus

and reporting higher levels of stress than in recent years

(APA, 2020a), parents can be more affected by this situa-

tion: they presented significantly higher rates of stress-re-

lated to COVID-19 when compared to adults without

children (APA, 2020b).

Due to COVID-19 pandemic and social distance mea-

sures, parents may have increased preoccupations and

many changes to deal with, such as fear of being infected

or of loved ones being infected, loss of support network,

new challenges like homeschooling and home office and

cope with children’s feelings. It may be possible that the

child’s demands and parent’s concerns about protecting

children from the infection cause parents to be distressed,

impacting their mental health. Additionally, the age-

specific demands of babies and toddlers may increase

parents’ stress as suggested by Bai et al., (2020) findings.

A quarter of our sample also had to deal with educa-

tional assignments provided by children’s daycare centers.

Studies have shown that online/distance learning can

become a burden for parents (APA, 2020a; Brom et al.,

2020). This is a controversial alternative for babies and

toddlers, as the process of learning in early childhood

education happens through interactions and playing as

established by Brazil’s National Model Curriculum for

Early Childhood Education (Brasil, 1998). The limited

autonomy and concentration capacity in this developmental

stage demand greater availability from parents to make the

educational activities feasible. At the same time, virtual

meetings with the teacher and peers have been recom-

mended as a way to maintain social ties during the quar-

antine (Brasil, 2020b). These meetings are also intended to

support parents since most of them had a significant loss of

social support due to social distance measures.

Although attending to distance measures is until this

moment one of the most effective ways to contain the

virus, the results of the present study showed that being

confined at home was associated with higher levels of

CMD among parents. An evidence review (Brooks et al.,

2020) pointed out that psychological impacts of quarantine

include frustration, boredom, inadequate supplies, inade-

quate information, financial loss, and stigma and those

stressors seem to be intensified by longer quarantine

duration. In our study, as well, a longer time in confine-

ment was associated with CMD symptoms. Brazil’s Min-

istry of Health (Brasil, 2020c) has already warned that

increased length of stay and contact within the household

during the COVID-19 pandemic can leave parents over-

whelmed and distressed, especially in crowded homes.

In situations where quarantine is deemed necessary, offi-

cials should provide a clear rationale for quarantine,

information about protocols, and ensure sufficient supplies

are provided (Brooks et al., 2020) to minimize its effects.

Consistent with previous studies (Duarte et al., 2020;

Qiu et al., 2020), being part of the risk group for COVID-

19 disease was positively associated with CMD. The

increased risk of presenting the infection in its aggravated

form possibly makes those parents distressed. Furthermore,

they may be afraid of getting infected because they have

children whose care depends on them. Results also showed

positive associations between CMD and living with

someone that belongs to the risk group, suggesting that in

addition to concerns about their own health, parents may

also be distressed of people close to them getting con-

taminated. A recent American study (APA, 2020a) found

that getting coronavirus and a family member getting

coronavirus were both parental sources of stress.

The results of the present study showed that parents’

symptoms of CMD were negatively associated with family

income. Low socioeconomic status (SES) is a well-known

risk factor for mental health problems (Hudson, 2005; van

der Waerden et al., 2014). The relationship between low

SES and CMD is a relevant concern in a country of high

social inequality such as Brazil. The economic impacts of

the pandemic pose additional concerns as to how Brazil-

ian’s mental health will be affected and how officials will

address this matter during and after the outbreak. Families

from low SES may be the most affected and therefore need

to be urgently targeted in both economic and health-related

policies.

Contrary to our expectations and results from previous

studies (Duarte et al., 2020; Lebel et al., 2020; Wu et al.,

2020), experiencing a decrease in family income and loss

of support in childcare caused by the pandemic were not

associated with CMD symptoms. A hypothesis for that is

the medium–high income accessed families may have more

means to maintain the quality of life and share household

tasks, despite the changes in childcare and family income.

These parents may also have jobs that are more flexible to

be adapted to home office demands. Indeed, almost half of
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the respondents (47,4%) reported sharing children’s care

with another person even with the maintenance of social

isolation. These may not be the case for more vulnerable

families and single parents. Even so, parents reported a

significant loss of support in childcare during the coron-

avirus pandemic (49.1% lost the daycare center and 47.4%

lost the support of family and friends) suggesting an

accumulation of tasks.

On the other hand, for some families quarantine may

have created an opportunity for mothers and fathers to

spend more quality time with their children. An American

survey found that 68% of fathers reported feeling closer or

much closer to their children since the pandemic (Weiss-

bourd et al., 2020). In another study, 82% of the parents

said they were grateful for the additional time they have

had with their child during the pandemic (APA, 2020b).

This strengthened relationship could buffer the effect of

more negative changes but more research is needed to

support this hypothesis.

Notably, our results showed that perceived parental

competence was negatively associated with symptoms of

CMD. Previous studies found that a lower perception of

parental competence was associated with higher levels of

depression (Chung et al., 2018) and parental stress (Löfg-

ren et al., 2017). A study carried out during the Zika virus

epidemic in Brazil found that parental self-efficacy pre-

dicted better levels of general health and was a mediator of

the relationship between life satisfaction, negative affec-

tions, and maternal mental health (Lima & Souza, 2019). It

is possible that feeling competent as a parent may protect

them from mental suffering. Thereby, interventions tar-

geting parental competence should be considered to

address the mental health impacts of the COVID-19 pan-

demic and to prevent problems both in parents and

children.

As observed in previous studies (Bai et al., 2020; Duarte

et al., 2020; Johnson et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020) the

mental health impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic seem to

be gender-related. Compared to fathers, mothers who lived

in Chinese urban areas had a higher risk of poor mental

health outcomes, possibly related to the overlap of care and

work activities (Bai et al., 2020). Brazilian women had

almost three times the chance of presenting CMD symp-

toms than men during the COVID-19 pandemic (Duarte

et al., 2020). Due to cultural expectations, women are

traditionally who take care of families and who probably

will be responsible for childcare and household tasks dur-

ing confinement (Alon et al., 2020). The high prevalence of

CMD symptoms and perceived stress found in the current

study may be related to the high representation of women

in our sample (91.8% of mothers). At the same time,

fathers’ reduced participation in research leaves the impact

of the COVID-19 pandemic on their mental health

underrepresented, making it harder to understand how they

can be better supported.

In this sense, it is noteworthy that our sample is not

representative of all Brazilian parents. Respondents are

mostly high income and well-educated mothers from the

South region of the country, known for good health indi-

cators. One reason for that lack of representativeness is the

use of online data collection. As pointed out by Hunter

(2012) online surveys may not reach socioeconomic vari-

ability, since many people have restricted access to tech-

nology. Anyhow, face-to-face interviews are not possible

to be carried out at the moment for sanitary reasons and

online data collection is a vital alternative. It is relevant to

acknowledge that vulnerable families’ experiences in the

context of the COVID-19 pandemic may not be visible in

research (Brom et al., 2020). For that reason, future studies

should extend the sample representativeness, including a

larger number of fathers and a wider socioeconomic

diversity, also accessing participants from several Brazilian

states and minority groups.

Despite those limitations, the current findings have

important implications for health policies in response to the

COVID-19 crisis. Mental health interventions need to

consider low-income parents that are in confinement for

long periods and should target stress reduction and parental

sense of competence. Parents have to deal with specific

challenges such as the accumulation of tasks and worries

about their family safety besides their own. Parents’ mental

health should be a concern due to its relevance to early

interactions and impact on child development. That’s even

more significant in a period of social isolation, when family

members are the only source of care and support for babies

and toddlers.

Conclusion

The current study investigated factors associated with

common mental disorders (CMD) symptoms in a sample of

Brazilian parents of children up to three years old during

the COVID-19 pandemic. Results showed relatively high

CMD scores, especially among parents confined for a

longer period, and those belonging to the risk group, or

living with someone who did. CMD symptoms were neg-

atively associated with parental sense of competence and

positively associated with perceived stress. Experiencing a

decrease in family income and loss of support in childcare

were not associated with CMD symptoms. A negative

association between CMD and family income was found,

which is a cause of concern in Brazil, a country of high

socioeconomic inequality. The COVID-19 pandemic tends

to leave such discrepancies even more evident and to make

vulnerable people more prone to suffer from CMD.
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Despite these results, this study does not allow inferring

causality, since it is a cross-sectional study. Data of mental

health status previous to the pandemic were not considered.

However, the results were compared to other studies with

similar samples that used the same instrument to access

CMD symptoms. Another limitation was the non-use of a

pandemic-specific mental health instrument, as this study

was carried out at a time when there were still no instru-

ments with adequate psychometric properties for that

context (Cortez et al., 2020). In this way, a construct-

specific and widely used instrument that allows comparison

with other studies was chosen.

Future studies could access a wider socioeconomic

diversity, including also particularly vulnerable groups.

Regarding the applications of this study, interventions

targeting parental competence and stress reduction should

be considered to address the mental health impacts of the

pandemic. Caring for parents’ mental health is a way of

promoting children’s development potential and should be

a concern in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Early

childhood policies need to assist adults who take care of

children, strengthening social investment, and supporting

families to exercise healthy parenting.
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