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Abstract
Attitudes about parenting are derived from early socialization of gender role norms and often include intensive parenting beliefs,
which give mothers an outsized role in parenting. This study examined the differences in intensive parenting beliefs among
cisgender mothers and fathers during the United States COVID-19 response. Data from a sample of 1048 mothers and fathers
were collected during March and April 2020 to understand parenting beliefs. Results indicated that some demographic factors,
including gender and ethnicity, impact intensive parenting beliefs. Additionally, the number of COVID-19 cases in a state, along
with school closure length, was related to intensive parenting beliefs.
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The transition to parenthood is one of the most intense and
life-changing events of all family system transitions (Martins
et al., 2017). Becoming a mother or father requires a complex
shift in identity, where parents must consider their previous
understanding of themselves and integrate their newly ac-
quired parent role. For couples, the transition to parenthood
can be a tumultuous time as it is common for them to experi-
ence several distinct life-changes requiring role reorganization
(Welch et al., 2019). Upon entering parenthood, many couples
report a reduction of relationship quality and satisfaction
(Hughes et al., 2020; Welch et al., 2019) often resulting from
unrealistic expectations about how parenthood changes their
lives (Biehle &Mickelson, 2012). Much of the relational con-
flict arising from entering parenthood is often due to unrealis-
tic expectations about the division of labor (Biehle &
Mickelson, 2012) and struggles with role reorganization
(Martins et al., 2017). Newkirk et al. (2017) found that cou-
ples with a seemingly equal division of home and childcare
reported less conflict than couples with inequitable parent
roles. Couple relationship quality depends on their ability to

cope and adapt to these monumental changes (Cast, 2004).
Therefore, it is vital to understand mothers’ and fathers’ be-
liefs about parenting in order to assist in smoother transitions,
equality within their partnership, and positive couple relation-
ships that serves as a foundation for their family’s functioning.

Parenting Attitudes and Beliefs

Parenting attitudes, beliefs about the role of a parent, largely
drive parenting behaviors and interactions with children (e.g.,
authoritative, authoritarian, etc.; Wamser-Nanney &
Campbell, 2020). There is relatively little empirical literature
about various parenting attitudes and especially parenting
attitudes held by fathers. Schiffrin et al. (2014) called for fur-
ther examination of intensive parenting attitudes among fa-
thers. Similarly, Wamser-Nanney and Campbell (2020) indi-
cated that much of the parenting literature focuses on parent-
ing behaviors instead of parenting attitudes. These authors
advocated for additional studies to better understand parenting
attitudes as they typically precede and influence parenting
behaviors (Wamser-Nanney & Campbell, 2020).

Schiffrin et al. (2014) and Liss et al. (2013) described in-
tensive parenting attitudes as stemming from societal norms
that prescribe how people should parent. These attitudes are:
a) mothers are inherently better parents, b) parenting should be
a fulfilling endeavor, c) parents are responsible for their chil-
dren’s cognitive stimulation, d) parenting is challenging, and
e) children’s needs should be prioritized over parent’s needs
(Liss et al., 2013). While some literature does not differentiate
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mothers or fathers regarding parental attitudes, the U.S. cul-
ture’s gender norms may contribute to differences in parental
attitudes based on gender. For example, the variations in how
boys and girls are socialized may impact their later parenting
attitudes stemming from gender norm expectations. Research
has indicated that men typically describe a “good” parent as
one who provides for his family financially (Chesley, 2011;
Shows & Gerstel, 2009). Whereas women receive the mes-
sage that in order to be a good parent, she must put her par-
enting role above her own personal needs, well-being, and
career (i.e., intensive mothering beliefs; Hays, 1996).
Although the literature discusses “parenting attitudes,” parent-
ing is largely assigned to mothers.

Intensive Mothering Beliefs

Hays (1996) identified the term intensive mothering which is
an ideology believed to be constructed from stereotypical gen-
der norms which prescribes specific and unrealistic mother-
hood standards in order to reach the status of good mother.
This ideology exerts that mothers are the best and preferred
caregiver and should be responsible for the health and devel-
opment of her children. Mothering must be “child-centered,
expert-guided, emotionally absorbing, labor-intensive, and fi-
nancially expensive” (Hays, 1996, p. 8). In order to reach
these unrealistic standards, mothers are also instructed to de-
prioritize herself to put her children first. However, intensive
mothering has been identified as an unrealistic set of expecta-
tions that creates unrealistic parenting standards and contrib-
utes to decreased well-being and mental health for mothers
(Forbes et al., 2020; Hays, 1996; Johnston & Swanson,
2007; Lamar et al., 2019; Medina & Magnuson, 2009;
Prikhidko & Swank, 2019; Rizzo et al., 2013). In addition, it
is believed that intensive mothering beliefs can create an in-
equitable division of labor for parents which leaves mothers
largely responsible for all parenting tasks (Bianchi & Milkie,
2010).

Although the intensive mothering ideology focuses on
mothers, it establishes a complimentary social script for fa-
thers. This culture prescribes how parents should organize,
perceive, and approach their parenting role (Parke, 2002).
Simultaneously, this culture largely prescribes the parenting
role to mothers which leaves fathers in a complementary par-
enting role (NICHD, 2004). Parents may have similar attitudes
regarding parenting but gender norms largely pressure
mothers to carry the brunt of the responsibility (Arendell,
2000; Forbes et al., 2020; Hays, 1996). Culturally speaking,
there seems to be a lack of understanding about the differences
of parenting attitudes across cultures. Jambunathan et al.
(2000) found cultural differences in mothers’ parenting atti-
tudes, however the description of “attitudes” within this re-
search seemed to report parenting behaviors, not attitudes.

Forbes et al. (2019) found no significant differences in inten-
sive parenting attitudes for mothers regardless of several de-
mographic factors including race and ethnicity. Further re-
search is needed to fully understand parenting attitudes and
how they differ for fathers and various demographic factors
such as race and ethnicity.

Parenting during COVID-19

Parents were challenged during the early stages of the
COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent United States
response measures. The Kaiser Family Foundation (2020)
found that 84% of people in the U.S. reported disruptions to
their lives due to COVID-19. Of that group, parents with kids
under the age of 18 (88%) reported the highest rates of dis-
ruption of any demographic group (Kaiser Family
Foundation, 2020). During the initial stages of the pandemic,
many wrote about the impact of the coronavirus on parenting
(e.g., Bennett, 2020; Cooney, 2020; Lewis, 2020; Minello,
2020; Senior, 2020). The publications at that time reflected a
stressful new reality where families’ lives were severely im-
pacted due to fear about the virus and adjusting to life amidst
school closures, quarantine, and stay-at-home orders. These
realities gravely impacted parents’ lives because these chang-
es essentially moved childcare, schoolwork, and recreational
pursuits into the home—activities parents typically
outsourced to be able to effectively balance their lives
(Lewis, 2020; Senior, 2020).

During the COVID-19 response, parents were required to
be full-time caretakers and teachers, yet they were unable to
rely on help outside of the immediate household (Cooney,
2020; Senior, 2020). Some parents were expected to maintain
their paid work from home, in addition to child and homecare
tasks. Others had to quarantine with their children while si-
multaneously dealing with the consequences of losing em-
ployment (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2020). Essential
workers continued to work in the community and had the
added stress of worrying about who would care for their chil-
dren while they were at work and about the risk of exposing
their families to the coronavirus (Kaiser Family Foundation,
2020). COVID-19 responsemeasures drastically altered many
dual-earning couples’ previous division of labor arrangements
(Lewis, 2020). Parents were forced to endure and navigate a
reorganization of paid work, childcare, and homeschooling
(Minello, 2020).

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, experts agreed that
mothers in heterosexual relationships were doing the majority
of the home and childcare, even in cases where women were
also breadwinners in the family (Bennett, 2020; Minello,
2020; U.S. Department of Labor, 2016). In a culture that re-
inforces the intensive mothering ideology (Hays, 1996), many
mothers were already doing more of the family-related work.
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The COVID-19 crisis exacerbated gender inequality as home
and childcare tasks fell heavier on women (Bennett, 2020;
Lewis, 2020). Gender role norms that influence parenting at-
titudes seem to be deep seated and difficult to change. To our
knowledge, there are no studies analyzing the differences of
parenting beliefs betweenmothers and fathers during COVID-
19. Some predict this pandemic will have long-lasting impacts
on gender equality (e.g., Bennett, 2020; Lewis, 2020;Minello,
2020; Senior, 2020) so it is important to understand parenting
beliefs during the COVID-19 crisis. Therefore, the purpose of
this research was to investigate the parenting beliefs of
cisgender mothers and fathers during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Method

The research questions guiding this study were: what are par-
enting attitudes of mothers and fathers across the U.S., as
measured by the Intensive Parenting Attitudes Questionnaire
(IPAQ, Rizzo et al., 2013)? What is the relationship between
the five subscales of the IPAQ, including Essentialism,
Fulfillment, Challenging, Stimulation, and Child-centered?
Are there differences in parenting attitudes among U.S. par-
ents based on demographic characteristics? What is the rela-
tionship between parenting attitudes and COVID-19 factors,
such as school closures and case counts?

Study Design and Population

Survey data from 1048 U.S.-based parents with at least one
child under the age of 18 were collected beginning March 24,
2020 through April 28, 2020. In addition to 21 demographic
and mental health history questions, the survey included items
on intensive parenting. A stratified sampling strategy was
employed to ensure that gender, race, ethnicity, education lev-
el, and geographic location was similar to U.S. census data
(Table 1). The sample was crowdsourced from a Qualtrics
sampling pool (Qualtrics Online Sample, 2020) with no miss-
ing data. Because this study was seeking to understand tradi-
tional gender roles as it relates to mothers and fathers, a
cisgender sample was utilized.

Measures

Participants consented to participate at the beginning of the
survey before they were asked demographic and mental health
history questions. Intensive parenting beliefs were measured
using the Intensive Parenting Attitudes Questionnaire (IPAQ),
which consists of 25 items, scored on a six-point scale from
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” (Liss et al., 2013). This
instrument includes five sub-scales measuring “Essentialism,”
which is a belief that women are better suited for parenting

Table 1 Sample Characteristics

Sample Characteristics Percentage

Gender

Female 50.7

Male 49.3

Race/ethnicity

Caucasian/White 78.2

Latino/a/x 17.6

African American/Black 14.4

Asian 6.4

American Indian/Alaska Native <1

Other <1

U.S. Region

South 37.9

West 22.3

Northeast 18.6

Midwest 21.1

Education Level

Less than high school 11.2

High school diploma 28

Some college 20.6

2-year degree 8.4

4-year degree 19.3

Professional/masters degree 10.3

Doctorate 2.2

Age

18–24 years old 5.7

25–34 years old 28.7

35–44 years old 38

45–54 years old 17.4

55–64 years old 7.7

65–74 years old 2.1

75+ years old <1

Number of Children

One 36.6

Two 36.4

Three 15.2

Four 6.8

Five or more 5.1

Job Status

Employed, full-time 56

Employed, part-time 10.9

Unemployed, looking for work 9.2

Unemployed, not looking for work 12

Retired 3.7

Student 1.6

Disabled 4.4

Household Income

Less than US$20,000 16.1

US$20,000-39,000 21.1

US$40,000-79,000 31.6
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than men and are the preferred caregiver; “Fulfillment,” the
idea that parenting should be fulfilling for a person;
“Challenging,”which is the concept that parenting is difficult;
“Stimulation,” a belief that parents are responsible for provid-
ing cognitive, emotional, and social stimulation for the child;
and “Child-centered,” which is the idea that parents should
prioritize their children’s needs over their own. Higher scores
on the IPAQ indicate stronger endorsement of a given sub-
scale. Reliability for the IPAQ is high with a Cronbach’s alpha
of 0.83 for this sample of parents.

COVID-19 data was added to survey responses post hoc.
Dates of state school closures were found online from state
education sources and new variables were created based on a)
the respondent’s state, b) when schools closed, and c) when
their response was recorded to provide how long schools were
closed at the time of submission. Information on case numbers
were recorded from the Centers for Disease Control (CDC)
website daily throughout the data collection process so new
variables could be created by response date and state case
numbers. While we recognize individual counties and school
districts may not reflect the state data, it does provide a way to
examine trends as people were most affected by what was
occurring within their state at the start of the pandemic.

Statistical Analysis

Analysis began with descriptive statistics to examine factor
mean score and correlations were used to examine relation-
ships between factors. Differences in correlation strengths
were examined by male and female using www.
psychometrica.de/correlation.html (Lenhard & Lenhard,
2014). T-tests were conducted when two categories were com-
pared (e.g. male vs female), while one-way analysis of vari-
ance was used with more than two categories (e.g. education
level, region). Assumptions of normality were tested.
Homogeneity of variance was also tested and, when violated,
Games-Howell post hoc tests were used instead of Tukey’s
(Leech et al., 2005).

Results

Participants’ intensive parenting beliefs were reported using
the IPAQ (Liss et al., 2013). Sample (n = 1048) mean scores
were calculated for Essentialism (M = 3.51, SD = 0.92),
Stimulation (M = 5.0, SD = 0.78), Challenge (M = 4.31,
SD = 0.87), Fulfillment (M = 4.57, SD = 0.76), and Child-
centered (M = 4.43, SD = 0.99). Pearson’s correlations be-
tween total scores for Essentialism and Stimulation were sig-
nificant, but small, r = 0.07, p = .02. Correlations were mod-
erate between Essentialism and Challenge, r = .45, p =
<0.001, Fulfillment and Stimulation, r = .47, p = <0.001, and
Fulfillment and Child-centered, r = .50, p = <0.001. Weak
correlations were found for Fulfillment and Essentialism,
r = .25, p = <0.001, Fulfillment and Challenge, r = .33, p =
<0.001, Challenge and Stimulation, r = .27, p = <0.001,
Stimulation and Child-centered, r = .38, p = <0.001, Child-
centered and Essentialism, r = .29, p = <0.001, and Child-
centered and Challenge, r = .32, p = <0.001.

Demographic Differences

Female participants reported significantly higher endorsement
of Essentialism, t(1004.68) = 1.99, p = 0.05, Stimulation,
t(1046) = 2.34, p = 0.02, Challenge, t(1046) = 2.49, p = 0.01,
and Fulfillment, t(1046) = 2.51, p = 0.01, than male partici-
pants (see Table 2). Differences in the relationship between
parenting attitudes were found by gender. Essentialism is re-
lated to Challenge and shows a significantly stronger relation-
ship for females, r(514) = 0.37, p < 0.001, than males,
r(530) = 0.52, p < 0.001, z = 2.96, p = 0.002. Challenge and
Stimulation are related with a stronger relationship found for
males, r(514) = 0.31, p < 0 .001, than females, r(530) = 0.23,
p < 0.001, z = 1.34, p = 0.09. A relationship was found be-
tween Challenge and Child-centered, where males, r(514) =
0.39, p < 0.001, had a stronger relationship than females,
r(530) = 0.25, p < 0.001, z = 2.60, p = 0.005. Challenge was
also related to Fulfillment, with a stronger relationship for
males, r(514) = 0.37, p < 0.001, than females, r(530) = 0.28,
p < 0.001, z = 1.72, p = 0.04. Finally, a correlation was found
between Fulfillment and Stimulation with a stronger relation-
ship found for males, r(514) = 0.51, p < 0.001, than females,
r(530) = 0.43, p < 0.001, z = 1.67, p = 0.05.

Scores for participants who identified as Latinx (n = 184)
were higher for Essentialism, t(1046) = 1.96, p = 0.05 and
Fulfillment, t(1046) = 2.06, p = 0.04, than parents who were
not Latinx. Regional differences were found for several sub-
scales. For Essentialism, participants in the Midwest reported
significantly lower endorsement of this belief over the
Northeast and the South, with the Northeast part of the U.S.
endorsing this belief at a significantly higher level than the
West, F(3, 1044) = 9.45, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.03 (Table 2).
Participants in the Northeast scored significantly higher than

Table 1 (continued)

Sample Characteristics Percentage

Above US$80,000 31.2

Current Relationship Status

Married/partnered/living with a man 37.8

Married/partnered/living with a woman 37.5

Divorced 7.5

Separated 2.3

Never married 12.8

Partnered but not cohabitating 1.2

Widowed 1
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those in the West on the Challenging subscale, F(3, 1044) =
2.86, p = .03, η2 = 0.008. Those in the south endorsed Child-
centered at higher levels than those in the West, F(3, 1044) =
5.12, p = 0.002, η2 = 0.01 (see Table 2).

Education level was another area where significant differ-
ences were noted. Participants with a graduate or professional
degree endorsed Essentialism significantly higher than any
other education level, while those with 4-year degree endorsed
it more than those with a 2-year degree or some college, with
participants who had some college endorsed this category
lowest of all education levels, F(6, 1041) = 15.26, p < 0

.001, η2 = 0.08 (Table 2). Participants with a graduate or pro-
fessional degree reported higher levels of Challenging than
those with less than high school, high school, some college,
and a 4-year degree, F(6, 1041) = 559, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.03
(Table 2). For the Fulfillment subscale, participants with some
college reported lower scores than those with a high school
diploma or those with a graduate or professional degree, F(6,
1041) = 4.13, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.02 (Table 2). Responses to
Child-centered items indicated that those with a graduate de-
gree had significantly higher scores than those with some
college or 2-year degree. Participants with some college

Table 2 Intensive parenting demographic differences

Essentialism Stimulation Challenge Fulfillment Child-centered

Category n M SD n M SD n M SD n M SD n M SD

Gender

Female 532 3.56 0.83 532 5.05 0.74 532 4.38 0.89 532 4.63 0.75 – – –

Male 516 3.45 0.99 516 4.94 0.81 516 4.24 0.85 516 4.51 0.77 – – –

Ethnicity

Latinx 184 3.63 0.88 – – – – – – 184 4.68 0.79 – – –

Not Latinx 864 3.48 0.92 – – – – – – 864 4.55 0.75 – – –

Region

Midwest 221 3.28 0.86 – – – 221 4.25 0.85 – – – 221 4.33 1.03

Northeast 195 3.74 1.02 – – – 195 4.45 0.88 – – – 195 4.50 0.98

South 398 3.55 0.90 – – – 398 4.32 0.90 – – – 398 4.54 0.96

West 234 3.46 0.86 – – – 234 4.23 0.83 – – – 234 4.26 1.0

Education Level

Less than HS 118 3.52 0.84 – – – 118 4.27 0.88 118 4.63 0.71 118 4.45 1.05

HS 293 3.47 0.87 – – – 293 4.30 0.97 293 4.67 0.71 293 4.53 0.92

Some college 216 3.16 0.78 – – – 216 4.12 0.78 216 4.42 0.74 216 4.19 1.06

2-year degree 88 3.30 0.81 – – – 88 4.38 0.80 88 4.51 0.79 88 4.27 1.0

4-year degree 202 3.67 0.94 – – – 202 4.36 0.81 202 4.52 0.78 202 4.43 0.99

Professional degree 108 4.08 1.08 – – – 108 4.68 0.82 108 4.73 0.81 108 4.69 0.87

Doctorate 23 3.68 0.88 – – – 23 4.08 0.93 23 4.29 0.89 23 4.43 0.95

Child’s age in years

Child is 0–3 – – – – – – – – – – – – 212 4.57 1.02

Child is not 0–3 – – – – – – – – – – – – 836 4.39 0.98

Child is 4–6 – – – – – – – – – – – – 263 4.59 0.92

Child is not 4–6 – – – – – – – – – – – – 785 4.37 1.01

Child is 7–11 446 3.60 0.96 – – – – – – – – – 312 4.32 1.04

Child is not 7–11 602 3.43 0.88 – – – – – – – – – 737 4.47 0.97

Child is 12–14 – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

Child is not 12–14 – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

Child is 15–18 420 3.36 0.82 – – – – – – – – – 420 4.27 1.01

Child is not 15–18 628 3.60 0.97 – – – – – – – – – 628 4.53 0.97

Current Relationship Status

Divorced 78 3.18 0.96 – – – 78 4.09 0.92 – – – – – –

Married to a man 391 3.57 0.91 – – – 391 4.41 0.90 – – – – – –

Never married 133 3.57 0.89 – – – – – – – – – – – –
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reported significantly lower scores on Child-centered than
participants with a high school diploma, F(6, 1041) = 4.13,
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.03 (Table 2).

While there were no differences in intensive parenting
based on the number of children a parent had, there were
differences based on the child’s age. Participants with more
than one child were analyzed separately within each age
group, meaning a parent could be included in the 0–3 group
and the elementary group if they had 2 children. Parents with
at least one child in elementary (ages 7–11) scored significant-
ly higher on Essentialism, t(909.12) = 2.87, p = 0.004, than
those without an elementary aged child (Table 2). Parents with
a child in high school (ages 15–18) scored significantly lower
on Essentialism, t(989.27) = 4.34, p < 0.001, than those with
younger children. A distinct patten is seen where parents with
younger children score higher on Child-centered, while par-
ents with high school aged children score lower: 0–3-year-
olds scored higher, t(1046) = 2.45, p = 0.01, 4–6-year-olds
scored higher, t(1046) = 3.04 p = 0.002, 7–11-year-olds
scored higher, t(1046) = 2.27, p = 0.02, and parents with 15–
18-year-olds scored lower, t(1046) = 4.20, p < 0.001.

Finally, differences were found in the participant’s relation-
ship status for Essentialism and Challenge. Participants who
identified as divorced reported significantly lower levels of
Essentialism than participants who identified as married to a
man and never married F(6, 1030) = 2.26, p = .04, η2 = .01
(Table 2). Participants who identified as divorced also report-
ed significantly lower levels of Challenge than participants
who identified as married to a man F(6, 1030) = 2.32,
p = .03, η2 = .01.

Relationship to COVID-19

COVID-19 case numbers, by state, along with state govern-
ment actions, including school closures, were analyzed in re-
lation to the data on intensive parenting. Higher levels of
Essentialism are noted at the onset of the pandemic and when
case counts rose in a state, F(6, 1039) = 4.70, p < 0.001, η2 =
0.03 (Table 3; Fig. 1). Additionally, differences were found
for intensive parenting based on the length of time schools

were closed in the participant’s state. When schools had been
closed for less than 10 days, participants reported higher en-
dorsement of all intensive parenting except Stimulation. As
the COVID-19 response continued, levels of intensive parent-
ing decreased (Fig. 2). Specifically, Essentialism scores were
significantly lower at 40+ days of school closure than at any
other point in time, F(4, 1043) = 8.31, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.03
(Table 4). Challenge scores were significantly lower at 40+
days of school closure, as compared to 0–9 days, F(4, 1043) =
2.44, p = 0.05, η2 = 0.009. For Fulfillment, scores for 0–9 days
of school closure were higher than 20–29, 30–39, and 40+
days, F(4, 1043) = 7.04, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.03. Finally, Child-
centered scores were higher at 0–9 days, as compared to 20–
29, 30–39, and 40+ days, F(4, 1043) = 3.69, p = 0.005, η2 =
0.01.

Discussion

The current study was designed to understand the parenting
attitudes of U.S. parents during the early stages of the U.S.
COVID-19 response. Our hypothesis about the existence of
demographic differences for parenting attitudes was con-
firmed. There were significant differences found in gender,
ethnicity, regions, education level, and age of children for
some aspects of intensive parentings. Our hypothesis that in-
tensive parenting attitudes would be related to COVID-19
factors was also confirmed. We also found changes in inten-
sive parenting as the length of school closures increased and
state-specific case counts changed.

There were no differences in intensive parenting attitudes
across race, parent age, number of children, or job status for all
participants. There were differences found based on gender,
ethnicity, U.S. region, education level, and child’s age.
Gender differences are important to note because, in general,
females endorsed the IPAQ constructs of Essentialism,
Stimulation, Challenge, and Fulfillment more strongly than
males. It is not surprising that mothers had a higher endorse-
ment of intensive parenting beliefs because it is a dominant
ideology in the U.S. which holds mothers responsible for child
and family outcomes (Hays, 1996; Liss et al., 2013).
However, these differences were not seen across all subscales
of the IPAQ. No differences were found for the Child-
centered subscale for gender or ethnicity. Similarly, no signif-
icant differences existed for Stimulation on either ethnicity,
region, education level, or child’s age. Previous studies also
found few differences in intensive parenting attitudes across
demographics (Forbes et al., 2019). This seems to indicate that
gendered parenting attitudes in the U.S. are somewhat domi-
nant across parent groups.

Our other primary focus of this study was to understand
how parenting attitudes were related to the COVID-19 pan-
demic and U.S. response. We found that, during the early

Table 3 Level of
essentialism reported by
state COVID-19 case
count

State Case Count n M SD

101–500 49 3.82 .94

501–1000 53 3.52 .67

1001–5000 353 3.43 .87

5001–10,000 232 3.45 .89

10,001 – 20,000 120 3.30 .77

20,001 – 40,000 94 3.76 1.05

40,001 + 145 3.68 1.07

Total 1046 3.50 .92
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stages of COVID-19 in a given state, participants reported
higher levels of Essentialism, the idea that mothers are better
suited to parenting than fathers. It is possible this phenomenon
occurred because, in March, COVID-19 was still relatively
unknown and anxiety about it was high. Based on the inten-
sive mothering ideology being so pervasive in our culture, one
could assume that mothers have become the primary source of
comfort and protection for members of their family. Being
quarantined at home also resulted in an increased workload,
particularly for mothers (Bennett, 2020; Lewis, 2020). This
shift in responsibility potentially magnified beliefs that
mothers needed to be the essential parent. Our data analysis
showed that as COVID-19 continued and cases started in-
creasing, initially, Essentialism scores decreased back to
levels found prior to COVID-19 (Forbes et al., 2019). This
was not related to any point in time, but rather the case count
for a given state based on when the parent’s response was
recorded. The downward trend in Essentialism could indicate
that parents were quickly adjusting to the stress of additional
responsibilities and new schedules.

However, when cases increased in a state to 20,000 or
more, Essentialism scores increased again. Perhaps the second
spike in Essentialism was seen as it became clear that school
closures were being extended and that the pandemic may last
longer than initially believed. In general, each time there is a

shift in environmental stimuli, people must reorganize and
learn to adapt to the changing demands (Kashdan &
Rottenberg, 2010). The continuing crisis that resulted from
the ever-changing COVID-19 U.S. response created shifts in
environmental stimuli that impacted parenting beliefs. Ahmad
(2020) suggested that the initial stage of adapting to a crisis
involves seeking security. The foci for individuals and fami-
lies become their immediate needs, including psychological
and physical security. As people’s fears potentially increased
with each wave, they seemed to look to mothers as the essen-
tial caretakers and child protectors, thus increasing
Essentialism beliefs.

This research also uncovered a relationship between length
of school closures and the IPAQ subscales of Essentialism,
Challenge, Fulfillment, and Child-centered subscales. Within
the first 10 days of school closures, participants reported high
mean scores for these subscales. This increase may have sim-
ply been out of necessity because of stay-at-home orders de-
manding parents to focus on their children more than prior to
quarantine. The high scores for Essentialism, Challenge,
Fulfillment, and Child-centered may be more reflective of an
attempt to adjust to new realities than an actual change in
parenting beliefs. As school closures continued, the scores
for Essentialism, Challenge, Fulfillment, and Child-centered
all fell significantly. By the time schools had been closed for

Table 4 Intensive Parenting by
Length of School Closures Length of

School
Closure

Essentialism Challenge Fulfillment Child-Centered

n M SD n M SD n M SD n M SD

0–9 days 37 4.04 1.17 37 4.67 .90 37 4.99 .82 37 4.89 .84

10–19 days 269 3.60 .89 269 4.35 .87 269 4.69 .76 269 4.53 .95

20–29 days 438 3.50 .85 438 4.28 .88 438 4.55 .73 438 4.37 .99

30–39 days 269 3.43 .99 269 4.30 .85 269 4.43 .78 269 4.36 1.04

40+ days 35 2.90 .68 35 4.10 .83 35 4.48 .75 35 4.26 .97

Total 1048 3.51 .92 1048 4.31 .87 1048 4.57 .76 1048 4.43 .99

Fig. 1 Level of essentialism
reported by state COVID-19 case
count
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30–40 days, the IPAQ scores fell to the same level as a pre-
COVID sample of mothers (Forbes et al., 2019). We believe
that this may be the result of parents adjusting to the normal-
ization of school closures, working from home, and other
COVID-19 response measures. This belief is in line with lit-
erature about psychological flexibility, the process of adapting
to situational demands and changing environmental stimuli by
being able to shift mindsets and stay committed to behaviors
that demonstrate deeply held beliefs and values (Kashdan &
Rottenberg, 2010). Interestingly, Stimulation scores were not
significantly related to school closures. Forbes et al. (2019)
also found higher scores for this subscale pre-COVID, so
stimulation may be persistent despite changes in the
environment.

Limitations and Future Directions

A potential limitation of this study is the use of a crowdsourced
sample. Crowdsourced samples, from places such as Qualtrics or
Mechanical Turk (mTurk), can be valuable for understanding
social science (Campbell & Strickland, 2019). While there is
some skepticism on crowdsourcing (Kraemer et al., 2017), others
have found that crowdsourced samples are not significantly low-
er in quality than samples recruited in more traditional manners
(Campbell & Strickland, 2019). However, representativeness of
the sample may be limited because researchers may have issues
recruiting certain segments of the general population under

examination because of mental health issues or lack of access
to computers or the internet (Pierce et al., 2020). Given that this
research looked at a more specific sample and not the general
population, the sample may be protected from some of the noted
limitations of a crowdsourced sample.

While this study does have the strength of being represen-
tative of many U.S. parents given that it represents parents
from every state and has a race/ethnicity sample that mirrors
U.S. census data, it lacks representation from LGBTQ+ par-
ents. This study intentionally studied parents with cisgender
identities to understand how gendered norms are translated to
parenting beliefs. Therefore, these findings cannot be gener-
alized to parents within the LGBTQ+ community. It is impor-
tant for future researchers to investigate parenting beliefs in
the LGBTQ+ community because, while LGBTQ+ mothers
still endure the unrealistic expectations of the intensive moth-
ering ideology, it cannot be assumed that their experiences of
gender roles and division of labor with their partner is similar
to heterosexual couples. In addition, LGBTQ+ mothers likely
face additional challenges related to the bias and oppression
faced within a largely heteronormative culture.

Practice Implications

Our results suggest that many parents tend to hold similar
parenting beliefs despite differences in demographics. The

Fig. 2 Intensive parenting levels by school closure length
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indication that intensive mothering beliefs are so widely held
has implications for mothers’ mental health, relationship
health, and child/family outcomes. Given the deleterious ef-
fects of intensive mothering beliefs, it is imperative that par-
ents recognize and understand the impacts of these belief sys-
tems, as well as determine whether these beliefs are congruent
with other strongly held beliefs, such as gender equity. Hays’
(1996) definition of intensive mothering may seem as though
it is outdated due to its inception 24 years ago, however the
results of this study confirm that it has largely remained
unchanged.

Many girls are socialized to believe that their biggest
achievement and measure of womanhood is to become a
mother, whichmay contribute to an unrealistic set of standards
by which to achieve status as a good mother. Mothers who
attempt to reach this unrealistic status experience decreases in
well-being, relationships, and paradoxically, ability to be a
good mother (Forbes et al., 2020; Hays, 1996; Johnston &
Swanson, 2007; Lamar et al., 2019; Medina & Magnuson,
2009; Prikhidko & Swank, 2019; Rizzo et al., 2013). As a
half-hearted resolution, common advice to depleted mothers
is to simply practice self-care. However, this advice puts an-
other expectation on the mother and does not require fathers,
co-parents, the rest of the family, or society to change (Lamar
et al., 2019). Perhaps if the standards of mothering were more
realistic, mothers would not require so much self-care.
Previous research has demonstrated that couples who engage
in this reduction of gender role conformity and become more
flexible at the start of parenting experience less conflict, more
satisfaction, and may not need to resort to divorce to find that
place of increased equality (Biehle & Mickelson, 2012).

Researchers can continue to examine parenting, mothering,
and family outcomes to better understand how to permanently
and substantively shift expectations onmothers. Mental health
practitioners, educators, and policy makers, among others, can
use this knowledge to more effectively assist mothers and
families by advocating for a deconstruction of the etiology
for parenting beliefs. Couples can be invited to question the
status quo within their family and consider how inequality is
reinforced in their relationship. As an individual or family
system, they can re-write and co-construct their new belief
system about parent roles that fits for their unique family sys-
tem instead of blindly subscribing to a societal script that’s
inflexible, unrealistic and that creates inequality and poor ma-
ternal, marital, and child outcomes.

Conclusion

This study and existing literature on intensive mothering pro-
vide some insight into the persistence of intensive mothering,
despite advances in women’s rights and equality (Forbes et al.,
2019). Intensive parenting beliefs are deeply rooted in gender

role norms and therefore are seemingly resistant to change,
even in the midst of a global pandemic. In order to change
persistent and harmful intensive parenting beliefs, there needs
to be a change in belief about self, gender identity, and social
scripts that are socialized from an early age.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary
material available at https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-01605-x.

References

Ahmad, A. S. (2020). How to survive a crisis: First, ignore all that
coronavirus-inspired productivity pressure. The Chronicle of
Higher Education, 66(27), 38.

Arendell, T. (2000). Conceiving and investigating motherhood: The de-
cade's scholarship. Journal of Marriage and Family, 62(4), 1192–
1207. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2000.01192.x

Bennett, J. (2020). I feel like I have five jobs: Moms navigating the
pandemic. New York Times.

Bianchi, S. M., & Milkie, M. A. (2010). Work and family research in the
first decade of the 21st century. Journal of Marriage and Family,
72, 705–725. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00726.x.

Biehle, S. N., &Mickelson, K. D. (2012). First-time parents’ expectations
about the division of childcare and play. Journal of Family
Psychology, 26(1), 36–45. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026608.

Campbell, E.M., & Strickland, J. C. (2019). Reliability and validity of the
brief DSM-5 alcohol use disorder diagnostic assessment: A system-
atic replication in a crowdsourced sample. Addictive Behaviors, 92,
194-198. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2019.01.007.

Cast, A. D. (2004). Well-being and the transition to parenthood: An
identity theory approach. Sociological Perspectives, 47, 55–78.
https://doi.org/10.1525/sop.2004.47.1.55.

Chesley, N. (2011). Stay-at-home fathers and breadwinning mothers:
Gender, couple dynamics, and social change. Gender & Society,
25, 642–664. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243211417433.

Cooney, C. (2020). The parents are not alright. Medium. https://gen.
medium.com/parents-are-not-ok-66ab2a3e42d9

Forbes, L. K., Donovan, C., & Lamar, M. R. (2019). Differences in
intensive parenting attitudes and gender norms amongU.S. mothers.
The Family Journal, 28(1), 63–71. https://doi.org/10.1177/
2F1066480719893964.

Forbes, L, K., Lamar, L, R., & Bornstein, R. (2020). Working mothers’
experiences in an intensive mothering culture: A phenomenological
qualitative study. Journal of Feminist Family Therapy, 1–25. https://
doi.org/10.1080/08952833.2020.1798200.

Hays, S. (1996). The cultural contraindications of motherhood. Yale
University Press.

Hughes, C., Devine, R. T., Foley, S., Ribner, A. D., Mesman, J., & Blair,
C. (2020). Couples becoming parents: Trajectories for psychological
distress and buffering effects of social support. Journal of Affective
Disorders, 265, 372–380. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2020.01.
133.

Jambunathan, S., Burts, D. C., & Pierce, S. (2000). Comparisons of
parenting attitudes among five ethnic group in the United States.
Journal of Comparative Family Studies, 31(4), 395–406. https://
doi.org/10.3138/jcfs.31.4.395.

Johnston, D. D., & Swanson, D. H. (2007). Cognitive acrobatics in the
construction of worker–mother identity. Sex Roles, 57, 447–459.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-007-9267-4.

478 Curr Psychol  (2022) 41:470–479

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-01605-x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2000.01192.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00726.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026608
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2019.01.007
https://doi.org/10.1525/sop.2004.47.1.55
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243211417433
https://gen.medium.com/parents-are-not-ok-66ab2a3e42d9
https://gen.medium.com/parents-are-not-ok-66ab2a3e42d9
https://doi.org/10.1177/2F1066480719893964
https://doi.org/10.1177/2F1066480719893964
https://doi.org/10.1080/08952833.2020.1798200
https://doi.org/10.1080/08952833.2020.1798200
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2020.01.133
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2020.01.133
https://doi.org/10.3138/jcfs.31.4.395
https://doi.org/10.3138/jcfs.31.4.395
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-007-9267-4


Kaiser Family Foundation. (2020). KFF Health Tracking Poll - Late
April 2020: Coronavirus, social distancing, and contact tracing.
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/kff-health-
tracking-poll-late-april-2020/

Kashdan, T. B., & Rottenberg, J. (2010). Psychological flexibility as a
fundamental aspect of health. Clinical Psychology Review, 30(7),
865–878. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2010.03.001.

Kraemer, J. D., Strasser, A. A., Lindblom, E. N., Niaura, R. S., & Mays,
D. (2017). Crowdsourced data collection for public health: A com-
parison with nationally representative, population tobacco use data.
Preventive Medicine, 102, 93–99. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.
2017.07.006.

Lamar, M. R., Forbes, L. K., & Capasso, L. (2019). Helping working
mothers face the challenges of an intensive mothering culture.
Journal of Mental Health Counseling, 41(3), 203–220. https://doi.
org/10.17744/mehc.41.3.02.

Leech, N. L., Barrett, K. C., & Morgan, G. A. (2005). SPSS for interme-
diate statistics: Use and interpretation. Psychology Press.

Lenhard, W. & Lenhard, A. (2014). Hypothesis tests for comparing cor-
relations. https://www.psychometrica.de/correlation.html

Lewis, H. (2020). The coronavirus is a disaster for feminism: Pandemics
affect men and women differently. The Atlantic. https://www.
theatlantic.com/international/archive/2020/03/feminism-womens-
rights-coronavirus-covid19/608302/

Liss, M., Schiffrin, H. H., Mackintosh, V. H., Miles-McLean, H., &
Erchull, M. J. (2013). Development and validation of a quantitative
measure of intensive parenting attitudes. Journal of Child and
Family Studies, 22, 621–636. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-012-
9616-y.

Martins, C. A., Pinto de Abreu, W. J. C., & Barbieri de Figueiredo
Fronteiras, M. C. A. (2017). Becoming a parent: The development
of the parental process. Technological and Environmental Science,
6(4), 146–161.

Medina, S., & Magnuson, S. (2009). Motherhood in the 21st century:
Implications for counselors. Journal of Counseling &
Development, 87, 90–96. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.
2009.tb00553.x.

Minello, A. (2020). The pandemic and the female academic. https://www.
nature.com/articles

Newkirk, K., Perry-Jenkins, M., & Sayer, A. G. (2017). Division of
household and childcare labor and relationship conflict among
low-income new parents. Sex Roles, 76(5–6), 319–333. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s11199-016-0604-3.

NICHD. (2004). Fathers' and mothers' parenting behavior and beliefs as
predictors of children's social adjustment in the transition to school.
(2004). Journal of Family Psychology, 18(4), 628–638. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0893-3200.18.4.628.

Parke, R. D. (2002). Fathers and families. In M. H. Borstein (Ed.),
Handbook of parenting: Vol. 3. Being and becoming a parent
(2nd ed., pp. 27–73). Erlbaum.

Pierce, M., McManus, S., Jessop, C., John, A., Hotopf, M., Ford, T.,
Hatch, S., Wesseley, S., & Abel, K. M. (2020). Says who? The
significance of sampling in mental health surveys during COVID-
19. The Lancet Psychiatry, 7(7), 567–568. https://doi.org/10.1016/
S2215-0366(20)30237-6.

Prikhidko, A., & Swank, J. M. (2019). Examining parent anger and emo-
tion regulation in the context of intensive parenting. The Family
Journa l , 27 ( 4 ) , 366–372 . h t t p s : / / do i . o rg / 10 . 1177 /
2F1066480719855371.

Qualtrics Online Sample. (2020, March 20). Retrieved from https://www.
qualtrics.com/online-sample/.

Rizzo, K. M., Schiffrin, H. H., & Liss, M. (2013). Insight into the parent-
hood paradox: Mental health outcomes of intensive mothering.
Journal of Child and Family Studies, 22, 614–620. https://doi.org/
10.1007/s10826-012-9615-z.

Schiffrin, H. H., Schiffrin, H. H., Godfrey, H., Godfrey, H., Liss, M.,
Liss, M., et al. (2014). Intensive parenting: Does it have the desired
impact on child outcomes? Journal of Child and Family Studies,
24(8), 2322–2331. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-014-0035-0.

Senior, J. (2020). Camp is canceled. Three more months of family time.
Help. The New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/24/
opinion/coronavirus-parents-work-from-home.html.

Shows, C., & Gerstel, N. (2009). Fathering, class, and gender: A com-
parison of physicians and emergency medical technicians. Gender
& Soc i e t y , 23 , 161–187 . h t t p s : / / d o i . o r g / 10 . 1177 /
0891243209333872.

U.S. Department of Labor. (2016). Working mothers issue brief. https://
www.dol.gov/wb/resources/WB_WorkingMothers_508_
FinalJune13.pdf

Wamser-Nanney, R., & Campbell, C. L. (2020). Predictors of parenting
attitudes in an at-risk sample: Results from the LONGSCAN study.
Child Abuse and Neglect, 99, 104282–104282. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.chiabu.2019.104282.

Welch, T., Rouleau-Mitchell, E., Farero, A., Lachmar, E., &Wittenborn,
A. (2019). Maintaining relationship quality during the transition to
parenthood: The need for next generation interventions.
Contemporary Family Therapy, 41, 211–218. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s10591-018-9481-y.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdic-
tional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

479Curr Psychol  (2022) 41:470–479

https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/kff-health-tracking-poll-late-april-2020/
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/kff-health-tracking-poll-late-april-2020/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2010.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2017.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2017.07.006
https://doi.org/10.17744/mehc.41.3.02
https://doi.org/10.17744/mehc.41.3.02
https://www.psychometrica.de/correlation.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2020/03/feminism-womens-rights-coronavirus-covid19/608302/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2020/03/feminism-womens-rights-coronavirus-covid19/608302/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2020/03/feminism-womens-rights-coronavirus-covid19/608302/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-012-9616-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-012-9616-y
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2009.tb00553.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2009.tb00553.x
https://www.nature.com/articles
https://www.nature.com/articles
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-016-0604-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-016-0604-3
https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.18.4.628
https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.18.4.628
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30237-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30237-6
https://doi.org/10.1177/2F1066480719855371
https://doi.org/10.1177/2F1066480719855371
https://www.qualtrics.com/online-sample/
https://www.qualtrics.com/online-sample/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-012-9615-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-012-9615-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-014-0035-0
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/24/opinion/coronavirus-parents-work-from-home.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/24/opinion/coronavirus-parents-work-from-home.html
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243209333872
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243209333872
https://www.dol.gov/wb/resources/WB_WorkingMothers_508_FinalJune13.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/wb/resources/WB_WorkingMothers_508_FinalJune13.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/wb/resources/WB_WorkingMothers_508_FinalJune13.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2019.104282
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2019.104282
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-018-9481-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-018-9481-y

	Mothers’ and fathers’ parenting attitudes during COVID-19
	Abstract
	Parenting Attitudes and Beliefs
	Intensive Mothering Beliefs
	Parenting during COVID-19
	Method
	Study Design and Population
	Measures
	Statistical Analysis

	Results
	Demographic Differences
	Relationship to COVID-19

	Discussion
	Limitations and Future Directions

	Practice Implications
	Conclusion
	References


