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Abstract
Objective: The current study focuses on the indirect link
between mothers’ COVID-19 pandemic-related experi-
ences of home chaos, pandemic-related anxiety, social sup-
port, and perceived maternal rejection through maternal
psychological distress (MPD).
Background: The COVID-19 pandemic had striking effects
on families, and parents with school-aged children were
especially considered more at risk. Yet, the growing
research documented negative and positive outcomes for
the parent–child relationship.
Method: In this two-wave study, data were collected before
(January–February 2020) and during the pandemic
(November–December 2020) from 318 Turkish mothers
(Mage = 37.13, SD = 5.67) with predominantly low
educational attainment and children in Grades 1 to
11 (Mage = 11.57, SD = 3.05). MPD and perceived mater-
nal rejection were measured before and during the pan-
demic. Maternal pandemic-related anxiety, mothers’
perceived social support, and chaos in the home environ-
ment were measured only during the pandemic. Structural
equation modeling was used for analysis.
Results: After pre-pandemic MPD and perceived maternal
rejection were controlled, MPD was positively associated
with rejection during the pandemic. Pandemic-related
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anxiety and home chaos, but not social support, predicted
maternal rejection through MPD.
Conclusion: Mothers’ COVID-19–related experiences were
related to increased MPD, which also predicted increased
maternal rejection as perceived by children.
Implications: The results should be considered in develop-
ing programs for mothers facing stressful circumstances.
In particular, we recommend programs that promote equal
role division in the family, which could support maternal
well-being, alleviate MPD, and improve the mother–child
relationship.

KEYWORDS
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rejection, perceived social support

Maternal mental health plays a crucial role in the well-being of both mothers and their interac-
tions with children (Cavalcante et al., 2020). As one facet of mental health, maternal psycholog-
ical distress (MPD) refers to the presence of emotional and psychological symptoms, including
a range of negative emotions such as anxiety, depression, stress, and worry, which serve as indi-
cators of impaired mental health (Russell et al., 2020). MPD affects parenting by disrupting
mothers’ ability to provide care and support to their children. This increase in emotional
unavailability and inconsistency in parenting behaviors can be perceived by their children as
rejecting parenting (Rohner et al., 2005). Children perceiving maternal rejection are more likely
to suffer from lower self-esteem, increased aggression, or lower academic achievement
(Khaleque & Rohner, 2012; Rohner et al., 2005). On the other hand, receiving higher levels of
parental warmth and acceptance is a protective factor related to positive developmental out-
comes, such as enhanced social competence and increased ego resilience (Kim et al., 2007).
Existing literature highlights the critical association between MPD and maternal rejection, but
there is a need to examine the antecedents of this crucial link (Son et al., 2020).

Two theories provide a theoretical lens for the antecedents of parent–child relationships.
First, the process of parenting model emphasizes the link between parents’ psychological well-
being and parenting behaviors (Belsky, 1984; Belsky & Jaffee, 2006). Belsky conceptualized
three domains of determinants of parenting behavior: parent characteristics (i.e., psychological
resources), social-contextual factors (i.e., social support), and child characteristics. The theory
states that the indirect effect of sources of support and stress on parenting behavior will be
through the psychological resources of the parent (Belsky & Jaffee, 2006; Farmer & Lee, 2011).

Second, contributing to Belsky’s model, the transactional stress and coping theory
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Obbarius et al., 2021) emphasizes that individuals’ response to a
stressful situation depends on their perception of stressors and the available resources. This the-
ory views coping as a dynamic process in response to negative emotions, and coping mecha-
nisms encompass a variety of strategies influenced by the interplay between an individual’s own
perception and the context surrounding them. In this regard, mothers’ cognitive appraisal,
involving the evaluation of stressors and available resources, plays a vital role in their mental
health. Two styles of coping strategies are explained. Problem-focused coping is about efforts to
address specific challenges arising from a crisis, and emotion-focused coping entails the man-
agement of emotional responses to crisis-related issues (Algorani & Gupta, 2023). For example,
during the pandemic, people used problem-focused approaches like finding new activities to
replace those affected by isolation and adjusting daily routines for well-being. Families dealt
with COVID-19 by adopting strategies such as wearing masks, washing hands more, and prac-
ticing social distancing. However, when facing situations beyond their control, like others’
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health choices, families turned to emotion-focused strategies such as positive reinterpretation
and emotional regulation (Baker & Berenbaum, 2007). Building upon these frameworks, the
present study investigates differences in MPD through an unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic
and its association with perceived maternal rejection by children. To better understand the pre-
cursors of MPD (and test its mediating role), we also investigate COVID-19 anxiety, household
chaos, and perceived social support as individual and contextual factors that play a role in
MPD during the COVID-19 pandemic.

COVID-19 impact on families

The COVID-19 pandemic has had profound effects on families and the psychological well-being
of parents worldwide for more than 3 years (Banko-Ferran et al., 2022; Cameron et al., 2020;
Feinberg et al., 2022). The burden on parents has significantly increased as they tried to balance
work, child care, and household chores (Marzilli et al., 2021; Neubauer et al., 2021). Families
with school-aged children have faced challenges in their daily routines and relationships, espe-
cially as they adapted to the new normal of homeschooling and limited in-person communication
with peers and teachers (Benneker et al., 2023; Prime et al., 2020). On March 11, 2020, Türkiye
reported its initial case of COVID-19, marking the onset of a significant surge in cases across the
country (Seker et al., 2020; Turkish Ministry of Health, 2020). After the first case, widespread
lockdowns, stay-at-home directives, and quarantine measures led to swift transformations in liv-
ing conditions for families and communities. The resultant impact of these changes, compounded
by the pandemic-induced restrictions, had notable consequences on the physical and mental well-
being of individuals (Bekaro�glu & Yılmaz, 2020). Existing gender roles in Turkish cultural norms
already convey that women bear a greater burden of domestic responsibilities, encompassing
child care, daily household tasks, and providing emotional support to the family (Sakallı-U�gurlu
et al., 2018). The imposition of stay-at-home orders during the pandemic further intensified these
responsibilities, especially for mothers. Along with added responsibilities, disrupted home rou-
tines, and pandemic-related uncertainties, mothers’ daily stress levels likely escalated, potentially
leading to increased MPD and negative parent–child relationships during the pandemic (Adams
et al., 2021; Kerr et al., 2022; Marchetti et al., 2020; Spinelli et al., 2020). For example, a recent
study examining the antecedents of parenting-style changes during the pandemic with 1,787
Turkish mothers of preschool children confirmed that mothers with more depressive symptoms
reported less warmth and more punitive parenting (Corapci et al., 2023). This growing evidence
links individual and contextual stressors to parenting practices (Chung et al., 2022; Xu &
Zheng, 2023), highlighting the new range of stressors families have experienced and threats posed
to maternal and child well-being due to the pandemic (Chung et al., 2022).

There have been controversial findings regarding the adjustment of parents during the pan-
demic. Some families indicated positive transformations and even thriving, attributing these
changes to factors like a heightened amount of time spent together as a family (Evans
et al., 2020). Previous studies on coping strategies can offer insights into why families striving to
restore equilibrium may exhibit diverse well-being and functioning outcomes (Gedaly
et al., 2023). A recent study examining adjustment disorder symptoms among 244 parents and
nonparents showed a negative association between emotional stability and adjustment symp-
toms in nonparents. In contrast, for parents’ adjustment disorder, symptoms did not differ with
emotional stability levels (Kestler-Peleg et al., 2022). One possible explanation is that parents
might have an overarching self-perception as caregivers, which brings out more resilient atti-
tudes (Kestler-Peleg et al., 2022). In addition, the change in the level of psychological distress
varies across individuals. A large-scale cohort study conducted with almost 12,000 mothers
from the United States revealed maternal profiles of high and low change in psychological dis-
tress levels during the pandemic (Bastain et al., 2022). Although some mothers adapted easily
to the new living conditions and enjoyed spending more time with their children, other mothers
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experienced elevated levels of psychological distress (Calarco et al., 2020). These recent findings
highlight that not everyone experienced an increase in stress during the pandemic, underscoring
the importance of examining individual perceptions of the pandemic and differences in MPD
for family health researchers to understand the factors influencing these variations.

COVID-19 anxiety

In accordance with the transactional stress and coping theory framework, maternal perception
of the situation emerges as one critical predictive factor for changes in MPD. The unprece-
dented nature of the pandemic triggered a wide range of emotional responses in individuals,
including heightened fears and anxiety about the impact of the illness and a constant sense of
alertness. Previous research has shown that in stressful circumstances, parents can exhibit a
more hostile style toward their children (Freisthler et al., 2022). For example, after an impactful
earthquake in Türkiye, parents showed more hostile parenting and less tolerance toward their
children (Yumbul et al., 2018). Growing research on the pandemic has also documented that
parents’ fear of COVID-19 is associated with decreased psychological well-being (Chen
et al., 2022). Similarly, parents’ perception of the threat was associated with more coercive and
hostile parenting (Hanetz-Gamliel et al., 2021). Therefore, assessing mothers’ anxiety about
COVID-19 as an indicator of their perception of the current illness situation could be a critical
factor in predicting MPD and, indirectly, parental rejection.

Household chaos

Alongside individual experiences, contextual factors play a significant role in how mothers cope
with the challenges posed by the pandemic. In the pandemic context, adjusting daily routines
and schedules to sustain healthy functioning could be considered a problem-focused coping
strategy (Gedaly et al., 2023). With changing daily routines and increased time spent at home,
the impact of these changes on family members becomes more pronounced. Household chaos is
characterized by elevated levels of confusion and disorganization within the home environment
(Emond, 2020). The overstimulation and unpredictability in chaotic households can impede
effective communication and interaction between family members, ultimately affecting the
quality of parent–child relationships (Mills-Koonce et al., 2016). Also, household chaos is
closely associated with symptoms of MPD, such as depression, anxiety, and stress (Yalcintas
et al., 2021). Chaotic home environments, such as the absence of family activities and daily rou-
tines like family dinners, have been linked to adverse parenting behaviors and poorer child out-
comes (Glynn et al., 2021). Relatedly, research on the COVID-19 pandemic has consistently
demonstrated that higher levels of household chaos are linked to less responsive, less stimulat-
ing, and more intrusive parenting practices (Andrews et al., 2021; Marsh et al., 2020; Nelson
et al., 2023). Similarly, in Türkiye, parents frequently encountered issues related to disorganiza-
tion and disruptions in family responsibilities during the pandemic (Barış & Taylan, 2020). On
the positive side, continuing family activities during the pandemic such as having dinner is asso-
ciated with positive parenting practices (Gedaly et al., 2023). As time spent at home dramati-
cally increased during the pandemic, focusing on the role of household chaos plays an
important role for maternal mental health and parent–child relationships.

Perceived social support

Another factor that aids mothers in coping with psychological distress is the level of support
they receive from their immediate environment. Perceived social support refers to an
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individual’s perception of the assistance they receive from people in their immediate or extended
social circle, including family members, spouses or romantic partners, and friends, to help them
navigate the challenges of daily life (Lippold et al., 2018; Thompson et al., 2006). The presence
of strong social support can serve as a protective factor for maternal mental health, primarily
by reducing feelings of isolation and aiding mothers in managing the challenges of motherhood
more effectively, and it is especially critical in challenging times (Bavel et al., 2020; Henrichs &
Witteveen, 2023).

During the pandemic, people began to seek more support from others, and parents’ percep-
tions of social support were found to be negatively correlated with their state of anxiety (Kaya
et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2021; Ren et al., 2020). For instance, a study involving nearly 3,000 Chi-
nese participants discovered that when the perceived uncontrollability of the situation was
higher, social support as perceived from sources other than family or close friends
(e.g., colleagues or classmates) was associated with increased levels of depressive symptoms dur-
ing the pandemic (Liu et al., 2021), whereas having the support of family and friends was asso-
ciated with fewer depressive symptoms. Although the lockdowns and stay-at-home orders
implemented during the pandemic may have restricted mothers’ access to in-person social sup-
port, opportunities for maintaining social relationships and receiving support from others may
have still existed through means such as telephone or video calls (Weaver & Swank, 2021).
Additionally, despite the heightened distress and uncertainty during the pandemic, these chal-
lenging times might have also led to an increased sense of social connectedness in the family
due to time spent together (Bavel et al., 2020; Evans et al., 2020; Xiao, 2024).

Demographic characteristics

In addition to the factors mentioned above, there are potential confounding variables such as
maternal educational attainment, child age, and gender, as these variables could affect the
change in MPD and perceived maternal rejection. Maternal educational attainment is a signifi-
cant predictor of various family resources that strongly influence children’s well-being and
maternal mental health (Jackson et al., 2017). Research suggests that mothers with higher levels
of education tend to experience lower parenting anxiety and a greater sense of fulfillment, finding
more joy and purpose in their roles, and mothers with low educational attainment are more at
risk of experiencing MPD (Alonzi et al., 2021; Fakhrunnisak & Patria, 2022). This was also the
case during the pandemic (Wei et al., 2021). Additionally, there might be differences in the chal-
lenges associated with children’s developmental stages (Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2020). Research
has suggested that providing care to school-age children is linked to higher levels of depression
when compared to caring for younger children (Myrskylä & Margolis, 2014; Nomaguchi, 2012).
According to Luthar and Ciciolla (2016), mothers’ satisfaction with parenting reaches its lowest
point when their children are in middle school, a period marked by relatively high levels of chil-
dren’s rejection, negativity, and maladjustment. Similarly, in the context of the pandemic, the
impact was stronger for mothers of children in middle school (Eales et al., 2021). Considering
the changing nature of parenting challenges across developmental stages, it is crucial to account
for the role of children’s age in the pandemic in the current research.

Regarding perceived maternal rejection, research has shown differences across age groups
(G�omez-Ortiz et al., 2019). The role of perceived rejection tends to be more pronounced in
childhood but diminishes in early adolescence and subsequent years, likely due to the declining
central role of parents in adolescents’ lives (G�omez-Ortiz et al., 2019). Lastly, although child
gender does not have a direct link with MPD or maternal rejection (Ali et al., 2015), a large-
scale retrospective meta-analysis on perceived rejection showed that higher maternal acceptance
was associated with better psychological adjustment in adulthood for males. Although there are
no specific findings regarding child age and gender during the COVID-19 pandemic, consider-
ing the previous literature, it is essential to consider these factors.
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The current study

Recognizing the potential long-term consequences of the pandemic on families and parents
(Fong & Iarocci, 2020; Sonuga-Barke & Fearon, 2021), it is crucial to gain a deeper under-
standing of how factors within the family environment influence MPD and perceived parental
rejection. First, research, not limited to the pandemic context, consistently showed that MPD
has a negative association with parenting. Yet, these studies primarily rely on parents’ own
reports. Thus, it is unclear how MPD is associated with children’s perceptions of parents. Sec-
ond, especially in the pandemic context, growing research emphasized the increase in MPD, yet
there are still unanswered questions for determining who is at more risk. We capitalized on a
larger project that had started before the pandemic, allowing us to explore the interplay
between mothers’ pandemic-related experiences and children’s perceived rejection. Importantly,
we controlled for pre-pandemic levels of MPD and perceived maternal rejection.

The primary objective of the current study is to examine the link between MPD and per-
ceived parental rejection by children. Another aim was to investigate the relationships between
various individual and contextual factors, including maternal COVID-19 anxiety, household
chaos, and social support, and how these factors relate to MPD and, indirectly, perceived
maternal rejection through MPD during the pandemic. Furthermore, in our model (see
Figure 1), we covaried for child age, gender, and maternal education levels, as well as perceived
maternal rejection and MPD reported prior to the pandemic.

Drawing from the relevant literature, we formulated the following hypotheses:

1. MPD during the COVID-19 pandemic would be positively related to perceived maternal
rejection of their children during the pandemic.

2. Maternal pandemic-related anxiety and household chaos would exhibit positive associations
with MPD during the pandemic. However, perceived social support by mothers would be
negatively linked to MPD during the pandemic.

3. The relationships between maternal COVID-19 anxiety, household chaos, perceived social
support from mothers, and perceived maternal rejection would be indirectly associated with
perceived maternal rejection by children mediated by MPD.

F I GURE 1 Hypothesized model
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METHOD

Participants

This study is part of a nationwide project investigating antecedents of parenting, child, and ado-
lescent outcomes in a representative sample of 5,500 mother–child dyads in Türkiye. However,
due to the school closures in Türkiye, representative data collection was interrupted, and we
only reached only 16% of the planned data. The pre-pandemic sample (Time 1) was selected by
the Turkish Statistical Institute (TURKSTAT) using the probability proportional to size sam-
pling method to represent the 12 Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics (NUTS) in
Türkiye. According to the sampling methodology, TURKSTAT selected 15 schools from each
NUTS (five each for primary school, middle school, and high school), and the research team
subsequently chose one classroom at random from each grade, ranging from first grade to 11th
grade. The Time 1 data were collected during the pre-pandemic period (January–February
2020), shortly before March 11, 2020, when the first case of COVID-19 was identified in Türkiye
(Seker et al., 2020; Turkish Ministry of Health, 2020). At Time 1, participants were 888 mothers
and 834 children in Grades 1 to 11, comprising the period from the beginning of primary school
to the junior year in high school (see supplemental materials for detailed sample information).
The Time 2 data were collected during the pandemic (November–December 2020), which mar-
ked one of the most intense periods for various measures such as lockdowns, stay-at-home
orders, and the implementation of quarantine protocols in Türkiye. For Time 2, the participants
of Time 1 were contacted again 8 months after the first data collection while the pandemic was
going on. Because a school year passed after Time 1, data were collected from third and fourth
grades for primary school, sixth to eighth grades for secondary school, and 10th to 12th grades
for high school. Fifth- and ninth-grade students were excluded from the study due to the school
transition of participants (from primary to elementary school and from elementary school to
high school). Second-grade participants were also not included in the study because, in Time
1, a different data collection method was used (an animation character was asking the ques-
tions). After these exclusions, 471 mothers were contacted again, and 318 mother–child dyads
participated in Time 2. Ranging from 25 to 55, the average age of the mothers was 37.13
(SD = 5.67). Children ranged between 7 to 18 years of age, with an average of 11.57
(SD = 3.05). A significant portion of the mothers had limited educational attainment. One hun-
dred sixteen (36.6%) mothers either had no formal education or were primary school graduates,
71 (22.3%) mothers were elementary school graduates, 98 (30.8%) mothers were high school
graduates, and 27 (8.5%) mothers were university graduates. Most mothers (n = 250, 78.6%)
were homemakers. A total of 122 (38.4%) primary, 118 (37.1%) elementary, and 78 (24.5%) high
school students participated in the study (see Table 1 for sample demographics).

Due to the considerable attrition in sample size, we compared mean differences in the demo-
graphic characteristics of participants who endured and who dropped out. The results of inde-
pendent samples t-test analyses showed no significant differences concerning maternal age, t
(779) = �.50, p = .62; education level, t(786) = �1.36, p = .18; and child age, t(715) = 1.24,
p = .22. In addition, there were no significant differences in MPD, t(770) = 1.33, p = .19, and
perceived maternal rejection, t(753) = 1.32, p = .19. Furthermore, Levene’s test for equality of
variances showed no differences except for children’s ages (see Supplemental Table S1 for addi-
tional analyses).

Procedure

Before the data collection, necessary permissions were taken from the Institutional Review
Board at Middle East Technical University (protocol no: 2017-SOS-213 and 157-ODTU-2020)
and the Research Department in the Ministry of Education in Türkiye. A month before the
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COVID-19 precautions were implemented in Türkiye (January–February 2020), Time 1 data
were collected from volunteering participants in person at schools via tablets. After maternal
data collection was completed, data from the children were collected during school time via tab-
lets in the following days. Due to restrictions and schools continuing remote education sched-
ules from November 2020 to January 2021, Time 2 data were collected via an online survey
platform (www.qualtrics.com). In cases where families had no internet access, telephone inter-
views were conducted (n = 18). In total, 318 mothers and children participated in Time 2, and
all analyses were conducted with this sample. Mothers completed the COVID-19 Anxiety Scale;
the short form of the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale; the Multidimensional Scale of
Social Support; and the Chaos in the Family Environment Scale. Children were asked to fill
out the Parental Acceptance Rejection Scale. Participants responded to the questionnaires in
random order.

Instruments

The short form of the Depression Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS), including 21 items with a
4-point Likert scale (0 = never to 3 = always), was given to the mothers to assess MPD at both

TABLE 1 Sociodemographic characteristics of participants at Time 1 and Time 2

Time 1 Time 2

n % n %

Education level

Illiterate 12 1.5 2 0.6

Literate with no formal education 11 1.4 2 0.6

Primary school 288 36.5 112 35.2

Elementary school 164 20.8 71 22.3

High school 232 29.4 98 30.8

Bachelor’s 74 9.4 27 8.5

Master’s 6 0.8 5 1.6

PhD 1 0.1 0 0

Occupational status

Not occupied/homemaker 597 75.8 250 78.6

Working in paid jobs 115 14.6 39 12.3

Working in unpaid family jobs 44 5.6 18 5.7

Running their own business 32 4.1 11 3.5

Marital status

Married 735 93.3 303 95.5

Divorced 24 3.1 7 2.2

Widowed 13 1.6 6 1.9

Child gender

Female 497 56.7 180 56.6

Male 380 43.3 138 43.4

Child school type

Primary school 344 39.4 122 38.4

Elementary school 316 36.2 118 37.1

High school 212 24.3 78 24.5
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time points (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995; Sarıçam, 2018; Yılmaz et al., 2017). This scale
includes three dimensions: depression, anxiety, and stress (e.g., “I felt so unhappy and sad”).
The internal consistency of the scales is high both in the original scale development study
(Cronbach’s αs = .84–.91; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) and in the adaptation
study (Cronbach’s αs = .75–.81; Yılmaz et al., 2017). Similarly, the scale’s reliability is high for
both time points: Time 1 Cronbach’s α = .94 and Time 2 Cronbach’s α = .96. A composite
score of the scale is calculated for each time point. Higher scores indicate higher psychological
stress in mothers.

The Parental Acceptance-Rejection Questionnaire–Child Form was given to the children
and adolescents to examine perceived maternal rejection at two time points as children’s report
of parenting (Anjel & Erkman, 1993; Rohner, 1991). The scale consists of 24 items rated on a
4-point Likert scale (0 = never, 3 = always) with four subscales: warmth/affection, aggression/
hostility, neglect/indifference, and undifferentiated rejection (e.g., “My mother does not pay
any attention to me”). The internal consistency of the scales was high both in the original scale
development study (Cronbach’s αs = .72–.90; Rohner, 1991) and in the adaptation study
(Cronbach’s αs = .82–.96; Anjel & Erkman, 1993). Similarly, the overall reliability of the scale
in the current study is high for both time points: Cronbach’s α = .90 at Time 1 and Cronbach’s
α = .93 at Time 2. A total perceived rejection score is created by reversing the items related to
warmth and then taking the mean of all items. Higher scores refer to higher perceived maternal
rejection by children.

In order to measure mothers’ COVID-19 anxiety at Time 2, a questionnaire with eight
4-point Likert (1 = never, 4 = always) questions were developed for this study based on the
measures in previous pandemics such as swine flu (Wheaton et al., 2012). In their original Swine
Flu Inventory, there were questions about individual concerns and the general spread of the
pandemic, and the scale had high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .85). We adopted ques-
tions specifically related to individual concerns and changed the wording. For example, we
changed the question “How likely is it that you could become infected with Swine Flu?” to
“How often have you worried about getting infected by the Coronavirus?” The results of the
exploratory factor analyses indicate that the questionnaire includes only one factor (item selec-
tion for scale development and factor analysis results are provided in the supplementary mate-
rials). The reliability of the scale is high (Cronbach’s α = .89). The mean score of all items is
used for mothers’ COVID-19 anxiety in the analyses. Higher scores on this questionnaire are
interpreted as higher maternal COVID-19 anxiety.

The Confusion, Hubbub, and Order Scale (CHAOS) measures chaos in the family environ-
ment at Time 2 (Demir, 2019; Matheny et al., 1995). This 6-point Likert-type scale (1 = not true
at all, 6 = totally true) includes 15 items (e.g., “There is often a fuss going on at our home.”).
The internal consistency of the scales is high both in the original scale development study
(Cronbach’s α = .79; Matheny et al., 1995) and in the adaptation study (Cronbach’s α = .93;
Demir, 2019). The reliability of the scale is .84. The composite score of chaos is calculated by
taking the sum of all items. Higher scores indicate higher chaos in the family environment.

The Multidimensional Scale of Social Support Scale was used to measure the perceived
social support of the mothers at Time 2 (Eker et al., 2001; Zimet et al., 1988). The scale, includ-
ing 12 items with a 5-point Likert type (1 = very strongly disagree to 5 = very strongly agree),
has three dimensions measuring support from family, friends, and significant others (e.g., “My
family really tries to help me.”). The internal consistency of the scales is high both in the origi-
nal scale development study (Cronbach’s αs = .85–.91; Zimet et al., 1988) and in the adaptation
study (Cronbach’s αs = .80–.95; Eker et al., 2001). The reliability of the scale is high for the cur-
rent study (Cronbach’s α = .93). An overall social support score is calculated by the mean aver-
age of all items. Higher mean scores indicate more perceived social support of mothers.
Additionally, mothers were asked to provide their children’s birth date and gender, and mater-
nal educational attainment was assessed using a multiple-choice question with options ranging
from illiterate to graduate education (1 = illiterate to 8 = Ph.D. degree).
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Data analytic plan

A bivariate correlation analysis was conducted to test the associations between variables. The
main analytic tool was structural equation modeling (SEM) using AMOS (Version 25;
Arbuckle, 2019). Specifically, a path analysis with 1,000 bias-corrected bootstrapping was used
to simultaneously test the direct and indirect effects (i.e., mediating effects). Analyses were con-
ducted using maximum likelihood estimators.

In the proposed model, maternal COVID-19 anxiety, household chaos, and social support
of mothers were tested as the predictors of perceived maternal rejection at Time 2 through
MPD at Time 2. While testing these links, MPD at Time 1 and perceived maternal rejection at
Time 1 were added to the model as control variables for Time 2 measures. Additionally,
because participants of the study come from a wide age range and various educational back-
grounds, possible confounding variables, namely, mothers’ education level, children’s age, and
gender, are added as covariates for both maternal rejection at Time 2 and MPD at Time 2 (see
Figure 1 for details).

RESULTS

Preliminary analysis

The correlation analysis reveals that all predictor variables, mothers’ pandemic-related anxiety,
perceived social support, and household chaos, are significantly associated with MPD at Time
2. Additionally, MPD at Time 2 is significantly associated with the outcome variable, perceived
maternal rejection at Time 2. Regarding the bivariate correlations between predictor variables
and the outcome variable, although perceived social support and chaos in the home environ-
ment are significantly associated with the perceived maternal rejection at Time 2, mothers’
pandemic-related anxiety is not associated with the outcome variable. Additional information
regarding bivariate correlations for the study variables is presented in Table 2.

Results of the dependent sample t-test analysis show that MPD during the pandemic is
higher than before the pandemic. Even though mean maternal rejection does not differ across
time, a further examination of individual change scores in terms of perceived maternal rejection,

TABLE 2 Pearson correlations among the study variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Rejection (T1) 1

2. Rejection (T2) .84** 1

3. Psy. distress (T1) .14* .19** 1

4. Psy. distress (T2) .12* .21** .55** 1

5. COVID-19
anxiety

�.08 �.05 .06 .13* 1

6. Chaos .10 .12* .07 .16** .03 1

7. Social support �.14* �.21** �.37** �.30** .12* �.07 1

8. Child age .11* .27** .15** .24** �.02 .11 �.16** 1

9. Child gender .11 .09 �.06 .01 �.04 �.04 �.07 .15* 1

10. Maternal
education

�.08 .12 �.14* �.09 �.01 �.04 .17** �.16** �.07 1

Note. T1= Time 1; T2 = Time 2; Psy. distress = psychological distress.
*p < .05.**p < .001.
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calculated by subtracting Time 2 scores from Time 1, showed that 44.8% of participants
reported a decrease in perceived rejection. In comparison, 43.3% of the participants reported an
increase in perceived rejection, and 11.9% of the participants reported no change in perceived
rejection.

Main findings

The results of the model test with direct effects showed a good fit, χ2(25) = 59.86, p < .001;
comparative fit index (CFI) = .91, goodness-of-fit index (GFI) = .96, adjusted goodness-of-fit
index (AGFI) = .92, Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) = .83, root-mean-square error of approxima-
tion (RMSEA) = .07 (90% confidence interval [CI] [.05, .09]), standardized root-mean-square
residual (SRMR) = .07. However, the direct paths from the antecedents of MPD to maternal
rejection at Time 2 and the path from MPD to maternal rejection at Time 2 were not signifi-
cant. Therefore, a reduced model without those direct effects was tested. The reduced model
also fit the data well, χ2(28) = 63.06, p < .001; CFI = .91, GFI = .96, AGFI = .92, TLI = .85,
RMSEA = .06 (90% CI [.04, .08]), SRMR = .08. Comparison of these two models yielded no
significant difference between the models, Δχ2 = 3.20, Δdf = 3, p > .05. Thus, the model with-
out direct effects was accepted as the last model. There were no substantive differences in the
results in terms of the model fits and path coefficients, χ2(28) = 63.06, p < .001; CFI = .91,
TLI = .85, RMSEA = .06 (90% CI [.04, .08]), SRMR = .08. In the model, as predicted, mater-
nal COVID-19 anxiety and household chaos predicts MPD positively, β = .12, 95% CI [.03,
.21], p < .01, β = .11, 95% CI [.01, .20], p < .05, respectively. Yet, perceived social support only
shows a trend toward significance in association with decreases in MPD, β = �.10, 95% CI
[�.20, .01], p = .08. Additionally, MPD is associated with increases in maternal rejection,
β = .10, 95% CI [.01, .19], p < .05 (see Figure 2).

Regarding indirect links in the model, maternal COVID-19 anxiety and household chaos
were associated with increases in maternal rejection through MPD, β = .01, bias-corrected
bootstrapped 95% CI [.001, .023], p = .015; β = .001, bias-corrected bootstrapped CI [.000,

F I GURE 2 Results of the path analysis
Note. Standardized coefficients were reported.
*p < .05. **p < .01. †p = .08.
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.002], p = .027, respectively. However, the association between social support and maternal
rejection through MPD showed only a trend for the significance, β = �.01, bias-corrected
bootstrapped CI [�.016, .000], p = .057. As anticipated, pandemic-related experiences of
mothers predicted perceived maternal rejection through MPD even after controlling for MPD
and rejection before the pandemic, except for social support.

In addition, the model also considered possible confounding variables, maternal educational
attainment, child’s age, and gender. Among these variables, MPD was not significantly related
to the child’s gender, β = .03, 95% CI [�.06, .13], p > .05, and maternal educational attainment,
β = .02, CI [�.06, .12], p > .05. Similarly, neither child’s gender nor maternal educational
attainment had a significant link with maternal rejection at Time 2, β = .01, CI [�.08, .10],
p > .05; β = .01, CI [�.08, .11], p > .05, respectively. The only significant covariate was the chi-
ld’s age both for MPD, β = .13, CI [.02, .23], p < .01, and maternal rejection at Time 2, β = .19,
CI [.10, .28], p < .01. The explained variance of MPD and maternal rejection for their anteced-
ents was R2 = .33, CI [.21, .41], p < .05, and R2 = .36, CI [.24, .46], p < .01, respectively.

DISCUSSION

Many studies have indicated that MPD has increased since the beginning of the COVID-19
pandemic (Adams et al., 2021; Eales et al., 2021; Kerr et al., 2022; Marchetti et al., 2020;
Spinelli et al., 2020). However, recent findings show that some mothers are less affected by the
negative consequences of the pandemic, and they have a more developed sense of parenting
(Bastain et al., 2022; Xiao, 2024). Given that not all mothers are equally affected by the chal-
lenges posed by the pandemic, it is important to further investigate factors that might lead to
individual differences in MPD during the pandemic. The current study extends the growing lit-
erature on families during the pandemic by focusing on the link between MPD and children’s
perceived maternal rejection. In addition, we examined the antecedents of the change in MPD
from the pre-pandemic to the peri-pandemic periods to further understand the conflicting find-
ings in the literature.

We found that mothers reported higher MPD when experiencing anxiety due to the pan-
demic and encountering increased household chaos. MPD also served as an underlying mecha-
nism in the relationship between COVID-19 anxiety and maternal rejection, such that
heightened concerns related to the pandemic were associated with increased MPD, which subse-
quently led to an increase in maternal rejection. However, social support did not significantly
predict decreases in MPD during the pandemic.

Maternal psychological distress and perceived maternal rejection

The comparison of MPD levels across two time points reveals an increase in MPD during the
pandemic compared to the pre-pandemic period. This finding is consistent with the many
reports examining mothers during the pandemic (e.g., Adams et al., 2021; Kerr et al., 2022).
Going beyond existing studies in Western society, we have gained a nuanced understanding of
the associations between MPD and maternal rejection in a non-Western cultural context and
during a difficult transitional period. The sample can be considered as a risk group because the
mothers had predominantly low educational attainment and were homemakers. As the cultural
context emphasizes mothers being responsible for home routines, increased MPD could be
attributed to risks not being evenly distributed for families during the pandemic (Sakallı-U�gurlu
et al., 2018). This rise in MPD may serve as a signal of the accumulation of multiple risks,
including marital problems and household issues (Cavalcante et al., 2020).
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Confirming the first hypothesis, increased MPD during the pandemic was related to higher
levels of perceived maternal rejection by their children, even after controlling for pre-pandemic
conditions and accounting for maternal educational attainment, child age, and gender. This
finding is parallel to previous findings in Türkiye. Corapci et al. (2023) also emphasized that
depressive symptoms of toddlers’ mothers were associated with negative parenting practices.
Our result extends these previous findings by examining parenting from the perspectives of
older and a larger group of children and adolescents (e.g., Chen et al., 2022; Corapci
et al., 2023; Thomson et al., 2023). Moreover, as we did not find a significant association
between educational attainment and MPD, this shows the unique predictor power of MPD on
rejection.

Maternal COVID-19 anxiety

Recent studies on parents’ emotional experiences showed that increased fear or the perception
of more threats was related to higher levels of anxiety (Hanetz-Gamliel et al., 2021; Wissemann
et al., 2021). However, unlike general anxiety, people experienced more specific anxiety related
to the COVID-19 disease during the pandemic. Thus, a distinguishing feature of the current
study is its focus on the role of this disease-specific anxiety. Confirming the second and third
hypotheses, our findings showed that mothers’ pandemic-related anxiety increased mothers’
psychological distress and indirectly led to an increase in children’s perceived maternal rejection
even after accounting for pre-pandemic levels. Similar to the framing of the stress and coping
theory (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), having more concerns related to stressful circumstances
was related to increased MPD. This is in line with the findings showing that when mothers per-
ceive the situation as more controllable, their children show less negative mental health symp-
toms, highlighting the importance of emotional coping skills for parents (Li et al., 2023).
Recognizing this direct link highlights the importance of cultivating effective emotion coping
skills for parents. It also contributes to the broader understanding of stress and coping theories,
particularly in the context of unprecedented and stressful circumstances such as a pandemic.
Moreover, perceived controllability of a stressful situation is subsequently associated with
parent–child relationships. Therefore, interventions that not only address maternal anxiety
directly but also promote a sense of control over the challenging circumstances can have the
potential to mitigate the adverse effects on both maternal and child well-being.

Household chaos

Confirming the second and third hypotheses, we found that an increase in household chaos was
associated with increased MPD, which in turn, was associated with higher perceived maternal
rejection during the COVID-19 pandemic after accounting for maternal educational attain-
ment, child age, and gender. Notably, this moderate association persists even after accounting
for pre-pandemic measures of both MPD and rejection and is aligned with prior literature
highlighting the substantial connection between household chaos and MPD (Adams
et al., 2021; Kracht et al., 2021; Nelson et al., 2023; Yalcintas et al., 2021). Previous findings in
the Turkish cultural context showed that household chaos was related to mothers’ self-reports
of negative parenting for preschool children (Corapci et al., 2023). The current study expands
these findings by emphasizing MPD as a mechanism.

Overall, results for maternal COVID-19 anxiety and household chaos provided support for
both the process of parenting model, which posits that parenting outcomes reflect individual
and contextual factors (Belsky, 1984; Belsky & Jaffee, 2006), and the transactional stress and
coping theory, which suggests that parents’ cognition of the situation and problem-focused
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coping has a role on handling stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Obbarius et al., 2021). Recent
research on problem-focused coping mechanisms employed by mothers during the pandemic
sheds light on adaptive strategies in the face of unprecedented challenges (Gedaly et al., 2023).
Studies have demonstrated that mothers have exhibited a range of problem-focused coping
strategies to navigate the complexities imposed by the pandemic (Eales et al., 2021). These
include active problem-solving behaviors such as restructuring daily routines, seeking alterna-
tive sources of support, and implementing health-related measures such as increased han-
dwashing and mask wearing. Moreover, it is important to emphasize the importance of
recognizing individual variations in coping strategies, as mothers could exhibit a range of cop-
ing strategies in response to the stressors associated with the pandemic (Eales et al., 2021).

Social support

Both theoretical frameworks presented in the current study underscored the significance of
social support for maternal well-being and parenting, particularly in challenging circumstances
(Belsky, 1984; Thompson et al., 2006). Recent research by Kaya et al. (2021) further supports
this by demonstrating that perceived social support mitigates the adverse effects of the pan-
demic on individuals’ mental health. However, in our study, although there was a notable trend
toward significance in direct and indirect associations with MPD and maternal rejection, the
results did not reach statistical significance. One plausible explanation for unsupported hypoth-
eses could be the participants’ inclination to report higher social support levels, potentially
influenced by increased time spent at home (Bavel et al., 2020; Evans et al., 2020; Xiao, 2024),
as evidenced by a high mean level of perceived social support (M = 3.98, SD = .95). Addition-
ally, social support had a positive correlation with COVID-19 anxiety. This finding might be
interpreted as a contradicting result; however, considering the uncertain nature of the COVID-
19 pandemic in the early phases, people with higher COVID-19 anxiety might have felt com-
pelled to engage in more support-seeking behaviors (Liu et al., 2021). As people sought more
support from their immediate environments, such as interactions with family members or con-
versations with friends and relatives via video chats or phone calls, their exposure to more
illness-related information might have increased their COVID-19–related anxiety (Jo
et al., 2020).

Lastly, the scale items assessing perceived social support predominantly focused on the exis-
tence of support sources (e.g., “There is a special person who is around when I am in need”). In
contrast, a recent study highlighted a significant association between parental well-being and
instrumental social support, such as sharing responsibility for household chores or child care
(Chen et al., 2022). One possible explanation could be that our study primarily concentrated on
perceived social support in terms of the existence of support sources, such as having someone
available when needed, which might not fully capture the instrumental support involving practi-
cal assistance with household responsibilities or child care. Future investigations could benefit
from a more comprehensive examination of various aspects of social support, encompassing
both emotional and instrumental dimensions, to gain a more in-depth understanding of its role
in maternal well-being and parenting during challenging circumstances, such as the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic.

Demographic characteristics

As demographic characteristics, we examined the associations of maternal educational attain-
ment, child gender, and age with MPD and maternal rejection. Whereas previous studies found
that mothers with higher educational attainment demonstrated better coping and mental health
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outcomes during the pandemic and had better parent–child relationships, our study did not
reveal a significant association (Cavalcante et al., 2020; Wei et al., 2021). This lack of signifi-
cance might be attributed to the fact that most mothers in our sample were homemakers both
before and during the pandemic. Their pre-existing roles in managing household chores could
have contributed to the nonsignificant findings regarding maternal educational attainment with
MPD and rejection. Another control variable in the current study was child gender. Though we
did not explicitly outline an association for child gender, existing studies on parental rejection
have highlighted gender differences in adult children (Ali et al., 2015). Consequently, there
might be potential long-term variations in this relationship. Although research on COVID-19 is
currently focusing on the short-term impact of the pandemic, future longitudinal studies can
unveil these lasting consequences.

As the last control variable, child age significantly correlated with MPD and rejection. Stud-
ies on parenting during the pandemic have suggested that mothers of younger school-aged chil-
dren are at higher risk of psychological distress (Babore et al., 2023; Chen et al., 2022). On the
contrary, in the current study, the associations of child age with MPD and perceived rejection
were positive, showing that older children and adolescents reported more rejection while their
mothers reported higher levels of psychological distress. This contradicting finding could be due
to the specific lockdown rules in Türkiye. In the early phases of the pandemic, individuals under
20 years of age were only allowed to go outside once a week for only 2 hours (Ministry of Inte-
rior of the Republic of Türkiye, 2020). In the face of these regulations, older children and ado-
lescents might have experienced difficulties in meeting their increased need for autonomy. Due
to lessened personal space and time during the pandemic and fewer opportunities to see their
peers, older children and adolescents might have been affected more and might have experi-
enced more conflicts with their mothers, which could be the underlying reason for the increased
MPD and perceived maternal rejection by children (Benneker et al., 2023). Another explanation
could be that mothers shifted their attention to younger children. Supporting this possibility,
recent research on challenges and resilience during the pandemic has revealed a theme of
dynamics of parental attention that emphasizes increased attention toward younger children
(Eales et al., 2021). On a positive note, a study on adolescents’ motivation for home-based
learning found that parents who supported autonomy positively influenced their children’s aca-
demic achievements in online education (Benneker et al., 2023). Considering the recent findings,
we can suggest that targeted parental support can make a significant difference in adolescent
development, offering practical insights for interventions and family strategies in challenging
circumstances.

Limitations and recommendations

The findings of the current study should be considered in light of its limitations. First, the data
of the current study are from two consecutive time points but have a cross-sectional design. The
results should be interpreted with caution as the study cannot establish causality, and the analy-
sis has a correlational nature. This means that the study can only identify associations between
variables and cannot determine the direction of causality. Thus, there is still a need for replica-
tion of findings in a longitudinal design. Second, using different data collection methodologies
across two time points could be considered as a limitation. In the pre-pandemic period, data
were collected in person during school visits, but during the pandemic, participants filled out
the questionnaires via an online platform. However, during the school visits, participants com-
pleted the questionnaires using handheld tablet computers. Therefore, the participants were
assumed to be familiar with using screens to respond to the questionnaire. Even with this minor
methodological difference, the findings of the current study underscored important associations.
Furthermore, the standardized coefficients of the indirect links were considerably low. With
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regard to these weak coefficients, the significant indirect links should be interpreted carefully.
However, considering the advantage of having tested the pre-pandemic conditions of the partic-
ipants and relying on the reports of not only mothers but also children, the overall findings of
the study provide important information for families. Another limitation of the study is the
wide age range of the children in the sample, which included students from the third to the 11th
grade. Including children at different developmental stages might confound the findings
through their differential experiences. To address this issue, we covaried for child age and found
that older children might perceive their mothers as more rejecting. Finally, because of time con-
cerns and the specifics of the previously obtained data, the sample size was not convenient for
group comparisons. Studies with larger sample sizes could be designed to examine the differ-
ences across developmental stages.

Despite these limitations, the current study has elucidated crucial associations between
COVID-19–related stressors and MPD, maternal rejection, and the role of possible factors that
might buffer these negative associations. First, pre-pandemic measures were controlled in the
analyses. Thus, the negative effect of the pandemic on both maternal rejection and mothers’
psychological distress could be observed clearly. Second, a specific measure of COVID-19 anxi-
ety was developed to evaluate mothers’ worries about the disease. Third, the current study has
provided data from a non-WEIRD (Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic)
sample, as the sample has underrepresented mothers of middle to low socioeconomic from
Türkiye. Fourth, the data were collected from two sets of respondents to consider both mothers’
and children’s perspectives.

Further studies might concentrate on the role of the emotion regulation strategies of
mothers in coping with pandemic-related anxiety and identify high-risk groups for negative par-
enting. Accordingly, intervention programs might be developed to improve mothers’ emotion
regulation strategies. Previous programs aiming at emotion regulation strategies, such as cogni-
tive reappraisal and self-compassion, proved to be effective in decreasing parenting stress
according to the mother’s individual stress level (Preuss et al., 2021). Thus, the increased MPD
as a negative consequence of pandemic-related stress might be alleviated. Additionally, limiting
exposure to social media and news on television as a personal precaution might be a possible
solution for addressing the increased pandemic-related anxiety of mothers.

Practical implications

The study’s findings have significant implications for both future research and practical applica-
tions. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, extraordinary circumstances are prone to
diminish responsive and positive parenting. It is crucial for parents and professionals working
with families to recognize the importance of managing distress in challenging situations. Nota-
bly, families from disadvantaged backgrounds may be more susceptible to COVID-19 anxiety
and household chaos, emphasizing the need for targeted support. The disrupted mental health
of mothers and the negative perceptions of parents by adolescents during unprecedented times
highlight potential risks to parent–child relationships.

Although negative views during adolescence are expected, the inability of adolescents to ful-
fill their autonomy needs under pandemic conditions may escalate conflicts. Parents should
consider the needs of adolescents, encouraging them to assume responsibilities. The study also
reveals a negative association between household chaos, MPD, and an indirect link with mater-
nal rejection. Therefore, establishing daily routines, planning family activities, involving adoles-
cents in household chores, and assigning responsibilities could alleviate MPD and reduce
perceived maternal rejection. Public educators and social workers can utilize these findings to
design intervention programs, particularly aimed at alleviating mothers’ workloads, managing
chaotic home environments, and emphasizing the importance of family routines. Overall, given
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the substantial impact of COVID-19 on psychological health, the study underscores the neces-
sity of implementing essential services, including online support programs and family counsel-
ing, to empower parents, children, and adolescents in successfully navigating the challenges
posed by pandemics.
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Barış, _I., & Taylan, H. (2020). Küresel salgın sürecinde Türkiye’de aile içi sorunlar [The family problems in Turkey dur-
ing the global pandemic]. NOSYON: Uluslararası Toplum ve Kültür Çalışmaları Dergisi, Special Issue of Gürsoy
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