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COVID-19 era: more maternal permissiveness
compared to pre-pandemic times

La era del COVID-19: mas permisividad materna en comparaciéon con
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ABSTRACT

Objective This study aimed to assess mothers' attitudes toward their preschool chil-
dren before and during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Materials and Methods In this observational study, mothers of children aged 2 to 6
years completed a family information form and the Parent Attitude Scale (PAS) during
two periods: the Before Pandemic (BPanP) group (n=303) and the During Pandemic
(DPanP) group (n=344). Generalized lineer models evaluated differences in PAS subdi-
mension scores according to pandemic period and mother-child characteristics.
Results Compared to the BPanP group, the median scores for democratic and over-
protective attitudes were quite similar in the two phases, while the median scores for
authoritarian and permissive attitudes were notably higher in the DPanP group (p=0.014,
p<0.001, respectively). When we accounted for mother-child factors, multivariate analy-
sis revealed a positive link between the pandemic period and permissive parenting
scores. Prior to the pandemic, there was a negative correlation between democratic
parental attitudes and both authoritarian and permissive attitudes. However, during the
pandemic, this negative correlation only persisted between democratic and authorita-
rian attitudes. The positive correlation between authoritarian and permissive attitudes,
observed before the pandemic, remained unchanged during the pandemic period. A
new positive correlation emerged between democratic and overprotective attitudes.
Conclusion The findings indicate changes in maternal attitudes, with higher scores in per-
missive parenting amidst the COVID-19 outbreak in contrast to the time before the pandemic.

Keywords: Pandemic; mother; parental attitudes; preschool children (source: MeSH, NLM).
RESUMEN

Objetivo Este estudio tuvo como objetivo evaluar las actitudes de las madres hacia sus
hijos en edad preescolar antes y durante la pandemia de COVID-19.

Materiales y Métodos En este estudio observacional, madres de nifios de 2 a 6 afios
completaron un formulario de informacion familiar y la Escala de Actitud de los Padres
(PAS) durante dos periodos: el grupo Antes de la Pandemia (BPanP) (n=303) y el grupo
Durante la Pandemia (DPanP) (n=344). Los modelos lineales generalizados evaluaron
las diferencias en las puntuaciones de las subdimensiones PAS, segun el periodo de la
pandemia y las caracteristicas madre-hijo.

Resultados En comparacion con el grupo BPanP, las puntuaciones medianas para actitu-
des democraticas y sobreprotectoras fueron bastante similares en las dos fases, mientras
que las puntuaciones medianas para actitudes autoritarias y permisivas fueron notable-
mente mas altas en el grupo DPanP (p=0,014, p<0,001, respectivamente). Cuando toma-
mos en cuenta los factores madre-hijo, el analisis multivariado reveld un vinculo positivo
entre el periodo de la pandemia y las puntuaciones de paternidad permisiva. Antes de la
pandemia, existia una correlacion negativa entre las actitudes democraticas de los padres
y las actitudes autoritarias y permisivas. Sin embargo, durante la pandemia, esta correla-
cién negativa solo persistié entre actitudes democraticas y autoritarias. La correlacion posi-
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tiva entre actitudes autoritarias y permisivas, observada antes de la pandemia, se mantuvo sin cambios durante el periodo
pandémico. Surgié una nueva correlacion positiva entre actitudes democraticas y sobreprotectoras.

Conclusién Los hallazgos indican cambios en las actitudes maternas, con puntuaciones mas altas en crianza permisiva
durante el brote de COVID-19 en contraste con la época anterior a la pandemia.

Palabras Clave: Pandemia; madre; actitudes de los padres; nifios en edad preescolar (fuente: DeCS, BIREME).

ith the begining of lockdown procces after
the first COVID-19 case in Turkey (1,2),
a new period has begun for children and

adults; their contact with their peers is reduced, and all
their connections with the outside are minimized (3,4).

The lockdown period, in which children and their pa-
rents in the COVID-19 pandemic are at home for a long
and indefinite duration and their daily and domestic rou-
tines change, affects people individually while also pos-
sibly affecting family life and parent-child relationships
within the family (5,6). Parental attitudes are known to
be associated with factors such as the education level of
the parents, age, socio-economic and socio-cultural con-
ditions, whether the parents are ready for parenthood,
and the state of the relations between the spouses in the
period before becoming parents (7). Research conducted
prior to the pandemic indicated a strong correlation be-
tween the positive mood of family members and warm
family interactions. Conversely, negative moods were
linked with withdrawal from family interactions (8,9). A
study during the pandemic period showed that parents,
especially mothers, represented the most anxious group,
and being a parent was a risk factor for fear and anxiety,
especially for the safety of children, compared to non-pa-
rents (10). While a multitude of studies have delved into
the ramifications of the COVID-19 pandemic on the phy-
sical and mental well-being, as well as the lifestyle, of in-
dividuals (11,12), there is a conspicuous gap in the litera-
ture concerning the impact of adult parental roles during
the pandemic (13,14).

Furthermore, there is a lack of published research exa-
mining the differences in parenting attitudes among mo-
thers of preschool-aged children before and during the CO-
VID-19 pandemic. Specifically, We hypothesize that there
will be alterations in mothers' parental attitudes during the
COVID-19 pandemic as opposed to the pre-pandemic pe-
riod. This study aims to compare parental attitudes—spe-
cifically, democratic, authoritarian, overprotective, and per-
missive attitudes—among mothers of preschool children
in the periods before and during the pandemic (BPanP and
DPanP). Identifying variations in parenting attitudes du-
ring the pandemic can inform the development of support
programs for mothers in future outbreak periods.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This observational study consists of two parts, BPanP
and DPanP. In the BPanP section, mothers of preschool
children who applied to the Hacettepe University Ihsan
Dogramaci Children’s Hospital between January and May
2019 were included in the study by face-to-face interview,
while in the DPanP section in January 2021, 10 months
after the onset of the pandemic, mothers who had pres-
chool children were included in the study with an online
survey including a family information form and a ques-
tionnaire by the snowball sampling method. Volunteer
mothers with at least one child between the ages of 2-6
and who had a nuclear family (consisting of a mother, fa-
ther, and children) were included in the study. Single-pa-
rent or extended-family children and their mothers were
not included in the study. The survey was requested to be
filled out for the younger child by those who had more
than one child in the 2-6 age range. The online survey
was preferred during the pandemic period by volunteers
to minimize the risk of virus transmission.

In BPanP period, mothers completed informed consent
form prior to their enrollment in the study. During the pan-
demic period, participants completed an online informed
consent form. The research followed the guidelines set forth
in the Declaration of Helsinki, and it received approval from
the ethics committee at Hacettepe University (2021/10-29).

Sample size for two phase study, effect size (d): 0.3,
alpha error: 0.05, power: 0.95, and allocation ratio: 1/1,
and two tail comparison; 304 participants for each period
was calculated (G*Power 3.1.9.4).

Both the written and online surveys comprised three
identical parts. The first part consisted of an informed
consent section obtained from parents who agreed to par-
ticipate in the study. The second part was a self-comple-
tion family information form, while the third part consis-
ted of the parents' attitudes scale. The family information
form comprised 15 questions, covering various aspects
including parental age and education, family type, total
number of children, and the age and gender of the youn-
gest child in the family, who was between 2 and 6 years
old, as well as details regarding their childcare arrange-
ments during the pandemic. The questionnaire was com-
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pleted voluntarily by participating parents. Parental age
was categorized into two groups: <35 years and =35
years, while parents' education levels were divided into
<12 years and =12 years. Mothers completed the Parent
Attitude Scale (PAS) as part of the third segment of the
online survey.

The PAS questionnaire comprises a 46-item Li-
kert-style scale. Each item assesses parental behavior
and is rated on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from one
(never) to five (always). The questionnaire is structured
into four subdimensions, encompassing 17 items for de-
mocratic parenting, 11 for authoritarian parenting, 9 for
overprotective parenting, and 9 for permissive parenting.
(15) Among the 4 subdimensions we questioned in the
PAS, the democratic parent subdimension aims to en-
courage the child to develop an independent personality
and express his ideas clearly while accepting the child as
a separate individual; the authoritarian parenting atti-
tude, thinking that the parent is the owner of the child
and that the child is not a separate individual, accordin-
gly, one-way communication from the parent to the child
and the child's unconditional compliance with the rules
set by the parent; overprotective parental attitude, belie-
ving that the parent should constantly protect the child
because the child can not be self-sufficient by avoiding
giving responsibility to the child; on the other hand, the
permissive parent subdimension includes allowing more
freedom than normal to the child's behavior by tolerating
everything the child does (15). Achieving high scores in-
dicates a tendency towards the behavior represented by
the corresponding subdimension.

The validity and reliability analyses of PAS revealed
Cronbach's alpha coefficients of 0.83 for the democratic
subdimension, 0.76 for the authoritarian subdimension,
0.75 for the overprotective subdimension, and o0.74 for
the permissive subdimension (15), in another study the
Cronbach alpha reliability coefficients were reported as
0.84, 0.78, 0.80, and 0.73, respectively (16). In the pre-
sent study, Cronbach's alpha values were calculated as
0.90 for the democratic subdimension, 0.78 for the au-
thoritarian dimension, 0.81 for the overprotective di-
mension, and o.75 for the permissive dimension for the
face-to-face PAS in BPanP group and 0.94 for democratic
subdimension, 0.8 5 for authoritarian subdimension, 0.81
for overprotective subdimension, and 0.74 for permissive
dimension for online PAS in DPanP group. These values
were similar in BPanP and DPanP groups and consistent
with the literatiire (15,16).

Statistical analysis
Data were analyzed using the SPSS 23.0 software package.
The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, kurtosis, skewness, and

data histogram were utilized to examine the distribution
characteristics. The results indicated that the democratic
and overprotective subscales exhibited a left-skewed dis-
tribution, while the authoritarian and permissive subsca-
les showed a right-skewed distribution.

The Mann-Whitney U test was employed to assess diffe-
rences between groups for variables that did not exhibit a nor-
mal distribution, with quarterly values provided. For variables
with a normal distribution, Student's t-test was utilized, and
mean and standard deviation values were calculated.

The distribution disparities of categorical variables be-
tween groups were evaluated using a chi-square test.

Differences in PAS subscales, having p value<o.2 in
univarate comparison, according to study period (DPanP
vs. the BPanP) and parent-child characteristics [child's
gender (male vs. female), child's age, mother's age, mo-
ther's working status (housewife, those with job), mater-
nal education status (<12, =12 years) and the number
of children (single, =2), child care (grandparent vs. mo-
ther, nursery vs. mother, kindergarten vs. mother),] were
analyzed with generalized linear models. Values of p<o.05
were considered statistically significant.

RESULTS

The BPanP survey was confirmed by 344, and 403 mo-
thers confirmed the DPanP survey with children between
2 and 6 years old. The questionnaires which were fully
completed and met the inclusion criteria in 303 question-
naires for BPanP and 344 questionnaires for DPanP were
included in the study.

General characteristics of mother-child dyads of
BPanP and DPanP

The parent-child characteristics of the BPanP and DPanP
groups are shown in Table 1. While 64.7% of the mothers
in the BPanP group had 12 years or more of education
and 55.1% were working, these values were 76.7% and
64.0%, respectively, in the DPanP group (respectively;
p=0.001, 0.022). Mothers with children in the BPanP
group were 30.4%, while 40.4% in the DPanP group had
a single child, and this difference was statistically signi-
ficant (p=o0.029). Other parent-child factors (mother's
age, child's age, father's age, child's gender) of the BPanP
and DPanP groups were similar. Giving care to the child
during the day has differed in groups (p<o0.001). Among
PAS subdimensions, the median scores of democratic
and overprotective attitudes were similar in groups from
two phases, while the median scores of authoritarian
and permissive attitude were higher in the DPanP group
(p=0.014, p<0.001, respectively, Table 1).
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BPanP DPanP p
Mean + SD Mean + SD

/n (%) /n (%)
N 303 344
Child's age, yrs 45+1.0 44+1.2 0.204
Child age 2 4 yrs 200 (66.0) 210 (61.0) 0.191
Gender, male 153 (50.5) 177 (51.5) 0.808
Mother's age 347 +4.4 34.2+4.2 0.191
Father's age 37.8+4.7 37.3+4.6 0.158
Maternal education = 12 years 196 (64.7) 264 (76.7) 0.001
Paternal education = 12 years 216 (71.3) 265 (77.0) 0.095
Mother with job 167 (55.1) 220 (64.0) 0.022
Father with job 297 (98.0) 338 (98.3) 0.824
Number of children
Single child 92 (30.4) 139 (40.4) 0.008
> 2 children 211 (69.6) 205 (59.6) ’
Caregiver of child
Mother 52 (17.2) 198 (57.6)
Grandparent 22 (7.3) 65 (18.9) <0.001
Nursery 15 (5.0) 36 (10.5) ’
Kindergarten 214 (70.6) 45 (13.1)
Parent Attitude Scale scores
Democratic 71.3[70.5-72.0] 71.7 [71.0-72.4] 0.424
Authoritarian 20.6 [20.1-21.1] 21.4[21.0-21.9] 0.014
Overprotective 30.6 [30.0-31.3] 30.0[29.4-30.7] 0.212
Permissive 19.7 [19.0-20.4] 22.1[21.5-22.7] <0.001

Values were given as mean + SD or n (%) or mean [95%ClI]; BPanP: Before Pandemic; DPaP: During Pandemic.

Parental attitude subscale scores according to pande-
mic period and mother-child characteristics

PAS scores in BPanP group and DPanP group according
to pandemic period and parent-child characteristics are
shown in Table 2. When mother-child characteristics in-
cluded in generalized lineer models (GLM), a statistica-
lly significant change was seen in the median scores of
permissive PAS with the pandemic period variable; the
median scores of permissive attitude was higher in the
DPanP compared to BPanP group (p=0.001).

Among mother-child characteristics, GLM revealed
higher authoritarian scores with having children more
than one, and mother and nursery care than counterparts
(p<o0.001, p=0.012, respectively).

Higher permissive scores were detected during pan-
demic period, in low maternal education and permissi-
ve scores decreased with child age (p=0.001, p=0.002,
p<o0.001, respectively).

Table 2. Parent Attitude Scale scores according to variables; pandemic period and
mother-child characteristics, Generalized linear models

Authoritarian p Permissive p
Pandemic period
BPanP 20.6 [19.9-21.2] 0.387 19.8 [18.9-20.7] 0.001
DPanP 20.9[20.3-21.6] 21.7 [20.9-22.5]
Child gender
female 20.5[19.8-21.1] 0.088 21.1[20.3-21.9] 0.118
male 21.0[20.4-21.6] 20.4 [19.6-21.2]
Maternal education
212 years 20.6[10.9-21.4] 0.663 19.9[18.9-20.9] 0.002
<12 years 20.8[20.3-21.4] 21.6 [20.9-22.3]
Mother’s working status
With job 21.1[20.5-21.6] 0.122 21.0[20.3-21.7] 0.372
Housewife 20.4 [19.7-21.1] 20.5[19.5-21.5]
Number of children
Single child 19.9 [19.1-20.6] <0.001 20.9[19.9-21.8] 0.648
= 2 children 21.6 [21.1-22.2] 20.6 [19.9-21.3]
Caregiver of child 0.012 0.761
mother 21.3[20.6-21.9]a 20.6 [19.7-21.4]
grandparent 19.9[18.9-20.9]b 21.1[19.7-22.4]
nursery 21.7 [20.4-23.0]a 21.0[19.4-22.7]
kindergarten 20.1[19.4-20.8]b 20.3[19.4-21.2]
Child age, yrs 0.259 <0.001
Mother’s age, yrs 0.249 0.376

*mean [%95 Wald Cl]; BPanP: Before Pandemic; DPaP: During Pandemic; ®The values in the same column are different, p<0.05.
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Correlations between PAS scores and mother-child
age and child number

The correlation between parental attitude subscale sco-
res and mother-child age and number of children was
analyzed in BPanP and DPanP groups, seperately (Table
3). The negative correlation between democratic parental
attitudes and authoritarian and permissive attitudes befo-
re the pandemic period continued only between democra-
tic and authoritarian attitudes during the pandemic pe-
riod, while there was a new positive correlation between
democratic and overprotective attitudes. The positive
correlation between authoritarian and permissive attitu-
des before the pandemic continued unchanged during the

pandemic period. The negative relationship between the
child's age before the pandemic and the mother's permis-
sive attitude did not change during the pandemic period.

The negative relationship between maternal age and
overprotective attitude before the pandemic disappeared
during the pandemic period. The relationships between the
number of children and democratic and authoritarian attitu-
des were not detected during the pandemic period. During
the pandemic, the previously observed negative correlation
between the number of children and democratic attitude,
as well as the positive correlation between the number of
children and authoritarian attitude, disappeared.

Table 3. Correlations between Parent Attitude Scale scores and mother-child age and child number, r (p)

Authoritarian Overprotective Permissive Child age Mother’s age Child number
BPanP
Democratic -0.40 0.11 -0.15 0.06 0.02 -0.18
(<0.001) (0.058) (0.008) (0.310) (0.711) (0.001)
Authoritarian 0.00 0.21 -0.02 -0.08 0.16
(0.939) (<0.001) (0.676) (0.174) (0.005)
Overprotective 0.07 -0.01 -0.15 0.01
(0.206) (0.893) (0.008) (0.833)
Permissive -0.16 0.01 -0.05
(0.005) (0.870) (0.351)
DPanP
D -0.37 0.26 0.01 -0.06 -0.05 -0.08
(<0.001) (<0.001) (0.836) (0.284) (0.384) (0.150)
Authoritarian -0.03 0.32 -0.03 0.07 0.09
(0.533) (<0.001) (0.553) (0.232) (0.094)
Overprotective 0.11 -0.05 -0.08 0.09
(0.036) (0.395) (0.121) (0.094)
Permissive -0.22 0.04 -0.11
(<0.001) (0.497) (0.034)

BPanP: Before Pandemic; DPaP: During Pandemic.

DISCUSSION

In our study; when the parental attitudes of mothers of
children aged 2-6 years before and during the pandemic
were examined, it was found that democratic and over-
protective attitude scores were similar. In contrast, the
authoritarian and permissive parental attitude sub-di-
mensions were higher during the pandemic period. It was
noted that this variation depended on the specific charac-
teristics of both the mother and the child. Other studies
investigating the relationship between parental attitudes
and the pandemic period have demonstrated that parents
face challenges in managing their children, particularly
while navigating the social isolation imposed by the pan-
demic (17). Similar to the higher scores of authoritarian
attituide of DPanP group mothers in our study, The social
isolation and pressures of quarantine experienced during
this period led to parents adopting a more authoritarian
stance in their attitudes towards their children (18).

The further analysis of the study evaluated differen-
ces in PAS scores according to pandemic period and mo-
ther-child characteristics; when family-child characteris-

tics are adjusted, the permissive parental attitude score
was found to be higher during the pandemic period. It
is known that in permissive parental attitude, the parent
has an overly accepting approach toward the child, and
the parent's control over the child is low (19). Some stu-
dies have shown that parents who spent more time with
their kids during the pandemic than usual are more likely
to have parenting problems, such as picky eaters, fights
between siblings, etc. (20,21). This might be a possible
explanation for the higher scores of permissive parenting
attitude in the DPanP group and in the futher analyses
results in our study. Also, it is konwn that the closure
of schools and kindergartens during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, coupled with the necessity to balance work and
home life from within the household, significantly bur-
den working mothers in meeting the caregiving needs of
their children (22). It can be thought that the result that
the percentage of mothers with job in the DPanP group
in our study and the permissive scores of the mothers in
this group were higher compared to the BPanP group, are
parallel to these studies.
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In our study, mothers with 2 or more children had
higher authoritarian parenting scores comparered to ha-
ving single child. A study on parenting attitudes revealed
a noteworthy distinction, indicating that the presence of
siblings has a significant positive association with mo-
thers' the authoritarian child-rearing attitudes (23). Ba-
sed on these findings, it can be inferred that mothers of
children with siblings tend to adopt more authoritarian
child-rearing attitudes. Consequently, it follows that the
more children a mother has, the more authoritarian her
child-rearing attitudes may become.

We discovered that when the mother is the day caregi-
ver, the mothers' authoritarian attitude toward their child
is higher compared to having child in grandparent and kin-
dergarten care. Another study reported that grandparent in-
volvement in child care reduced the risk of harsh parenting
attitudes exhibited by mothers towards their children (24).

In the analyses, when the child is in nursery care du-
ring the day, the mothers' democratic attitude toward their
child is lower than the grandparent and kindergarten care.
In a study done between 100 kindergarten children and
their parents, democratic parenting was the most com-
mon parenting style (25). In another study analysed the
grandparent- grandchild relations, grandparents primarily
employ a democratic style for their grandchildren from the
child’s perspective (26). In our study, the fact that the mo-
ther exhibited a more democratic parenting when the child
was under the care of the grandparent during the day than
when the child was under nursery care may be due to the
democratic attitude of the grandparent being an example
for the mother, as this previous study suggests.

In the correlation analyses; mothers were more per-
missive to their younger children than the older ones in
BPanP and DPanp groups. There are studies in the lite-
rature reporting that mothers with younger children are
at higher risk of parenting-related exhaustion compared
to those having an older child (27), and another study
showed the quality of parent-child interactions with
younger children might potentially be decreased during
the pandemic (28). However, in our study, we found that
the permissive parenting of mothers was in negative co-
rrelation with child’s age. In a study investigating the
behavior problems of preschool children, it was reported
that age creates a significant difference in attention defi-
cit and mobility problems, and inattention and mobility
problems are observed more in younger children. It has
been stated that the reason for this may be the expecta-
tion of parents to exhibit less problematic behavior from
older children (29). In our study, the negative corelation
of permissive parenting attitude scores of mothers with
children age might be similar to this study.

Strengths and limitations

One limitation is that it is a cross-sectional study based on
maternal declarations both before and during the pande-
mic period. Even though it's possible that mothers try to
see themselves differently than they really are or that they
don't have a good enough understanding of how they act,
especially during the pandemic, this is less likely now that
surveys have been done online using snowball sampling.

The same volunteers could not be reached during the
pandemic period as a limitation, and other mother-child
dyads with similar characteristics were included in the study.
However, the Cronbach alpha values of the parent attitude
scales made face-to-face and online during the pandemic pe-
riod were similar. This showed that future researchers could
study the parent attitude scale online and face-to-face.

As a limitation, the mothers included in the DPanP
group during the pandemic period were more likely to
be working and have an education of 12 years or more
than the mothers in the BPanP group. Given that ma-
ternal education and employment status can influence
parental attitudes, these variables were controlled for in
subsequent analyses to assess the impact of the pandemic
on parental attitudes. This suggests that when compa-
ring studies conducted during the pandemic with those
conducted before, there may be differences in participant
characteristics that are accessible, thus necessitating ad-
justments in the analyses accordingly.

Although there are studies on the results of the rela-
tionship between the COVID-19 pandemic and the men-
tal health and lifestyle of individuals (11,12), there are
not enough studies examining the relationship between
parental roles with the pandemic period and the interac-
tion between them and their children, so the results of
our study are important.

The present study showed that the permissive paren-
ting attitude was higher during the pandemic period than
before. The result obtained from the study showed that
the pandemic period was added to the known influencers
of parental attitudes. Even a healthy parent-child rela-
tionship that has developed under routine conditions, it
will be primarily affected by parental attitudes in special
situations such as pandemics, which will develop sudden-
ly, and we will not know how long they will last or whe-
ther they will recur in the future. We enrolled the nuclear
family type, and further studies are needed for single-pa-
rent and extended families %

Ethics approval: This study was approved by the Ethics Commi-
ttee of Hacettepe University Faculty of Medicine.

Consent to participate: Written informed consents were taken

online from one parent before filling online questionnaire.
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