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A B S T R A C T

Background: Parental burnout’s (PB) literature has blossomed, showing that PB is a major predictor in child 
maltreatment. But it is unclear at what PB stage parents become violent.
Methods: 1466 parents answered a pre-registered three-wave longitudinal survey.
Results: PB seems to start with exhaustion, which catalyzes the development of all other PB symptoms. There 
seems to be a process relating PB symptoms to violence towards the offspring: exhaustion is prospectively linked 
to an increase in emotional distancing and feeling fed up, which are then linked to a prospective increase in 
violence.
Conclusions: Researchers would benefit from focusing more on the symptoms of PB, to increase nuance and give 
even more concrete suggestions for clinical practice. Clinicians should focus on reducing exhaustion as it seems 
to be the starting point of PB, and be alert to child maltreatment when emotional distancing or feeling fed up are 
mentioned. Implications are discussed.

Parenthood has long been regarded as a major transition in an in
dividual’s life, that is often followed by physiological, psychological, 
relational (Kuersten-Hogan & McHale, 2021), and neurological changes 
(Abraham et al., 2014; P. Kim, 2021), which involve a great deal of 
adjustment. Although parenthood is very rewarding and meaningful, it 
can be difficult, especially when demands and stresses increase, without 
a corresponding increase in internal and external resources. When 
parenthood demands exceed resources chronically, some parents 
(around 8 % in Belgium, see Roskam et al., 2021) may experience 
parental burnout (PB) (Mikolajczak et al., 2019; Mikolajczak & Roskam, 
2018). PB has recently been conceptualized as a stress-related syn
drome, manifesting in four symptoms: exhaustion, emotional distancing 
with the children, feeling fed up with the parental role, and perceiving a 
contrast with the parent that one used to be (Roskam et al., 2018).

Yet, parents do not seem to suddenly exhibit all four PB symptoms at 
once. Some studies have suggested that exhaustion is the entry point to 
PB (Kalkan et al., 2022; Le Vigouroux et al., 2022), whereas others 
suggested that it is emotional distancing (Blanchard et al., 2021). 
However, the conclusions of these studies are limited by their cross- 
sectional design. A longitudinal study (Roskam & Mikolajczak, 2021) 
observed that there are prospective relations between symptoms: 
exhaustion seems to be the starting point, followed by emotional 

distancing from one’s child. However, this study measured burnout with 
an outdated measure of PB: the Parental Burnout Inventory (PBI; Ros
kam et al., 2017). In recent years, the Parental Burnout Assessment 
(PBA; Roskam et al., 2018) has become the gold standard for measuring 
PB. It is thought to be a better measure than the PBI as it was created 
using an inductive approach, generating the items from exhausted par
ents’ speeches and experiences. The PBA encompasses four symptoms as 
mentioned in the first paragraph. Although Roskam and Mikolajczak 
(2021)’s study shows a process in PB symptoms, the temporal succession 
of symptoms as measured by the PBA is not known. Thus, the first aim of 
the current study is to identify, if any, systematic prospective relation
ships between PB symptoms using the PBA.

Even though PB is specific to the parental role, it does not only affect 
the parents, but the whole family system (i.e., parental couple rela
tionship and relationship with the child, e.g., for a meta-analysis, see 
Mikolajczak et al., 2023). Specifically, PB increases violence against 
one’s children. The robustness of this effect has shown through different 
empirical methodologies (e.g., for cross-sectional, see Mikolajczak et al., 
2018; for longitudinal, see Mikolajczak et al., 2019; for causal, see 
Brianda et al., 2020), different instruments measuring PB (e.g., for the 
PBI, see Mikolajczak et al., 2019; for the PBA, see Szczygieł et al., 2020), 
different samples around the world (e.g., for Belgian and English-speaking 
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samples, see Roskam & Mikolajczak, 2020; for Hispanic samples, see 
Manrique-Millones et al., 2022; for Finnish sample, see Aunola et al., 
2021; for Polish sample, see Szczygieł et al., 2020), and different ap
proaches (e.g., for person-centered, see Hansotte et al., 2020; for 
variable-centered, see Mikolajczak et al., 2018). However, most research 
solely focused on the global PB score. Only few cross-sectional studies 
have investigated the relation of each PB symptom on violence towards 
the offspring, which suggested that the symptom of emotional 
distancing would contribute the most to violence (Blanchard et al., 
2021; Hansotte et al., 2020; Kalkan et al., 2022; Mikolajczak et al., 
2018) and, even, that violence may appear only when the stage of 
emotional distancing is reached (Hansotte et al., 2020). However, the 
cross-sectional nature of these studies does not allow us to safely say 
whether violence appears at the first stage of PB, or whether it appears 
later on. Understanding this is not only crucial for better identifying and 
treating the parent, but also for prevention purposes and further pro
tecting the children. Thus, the second aim of the study is to understand 
whether there is the process in PB symptoms that leads to violence.

Hypotheses

Based on the rationale, two hypotheses have been posited (one per 
study aim). 

Hypothesis 1. The process of PB: we expect exhaustion to be the first 
symptom, associated with a prospective increase in emotional 
distancing. For the remaining symptoms (i.e., feeling fed up, and 
contrast with the previous parental self), past PB research does not allow 
us to make a priori hypotheses.

Hypothesis 2. The process of PB that leads to violence: we expect 
exhaustion to be prospectively associated to an increase in emotional 
distancing, which in turn will be prospectively related to an increase in 
violence. For the two remaining symptoms (i.e., feeling fed up, and 
contrast with the previous parental self), previous literature is too scarce 
to postulate hypotheses relating to violence.

Transparency and Openness

Preregistration and open data

Aims, hypotheses and analyses have been pre-registered on Open 
Science Framework prior to analyzing the data. Pre-registration and 
data are available at https://osf.io/z39wy/?view_only=c6be8b517e4b4 
5a5903206c15977cb44. Supplemental Materials can be accessed by 
using the link at the end of the manuscript.

Method

Participants

At time 1, a total of 1490 participants answered the survey (888 
English-speaking, 602 French-speaking). Missing value analyses 
revealed that participants who dropped out at time 2 were on average 
younger (M missing = 37.82, M non-missing = 40.36, t(1488) = 6.84, p 
< .001), more fed up with the parental role (M missing = 5.27, M non- 
missing = 3.39, t(1488) = − 5.95, p < .001), more emotionally distant 
(M missing = 3.00, M non-missing = 2.00, t(1488) = − 5.80, p < .001), 
and more violent (M missing = 1.90, M non-missing = 1.22, t(1488) = −

6.47, p < .001). χ2 also showed that participants who dropped out at 
time 2 were more likely to be: women (χ2(1) = 48.65, p < .001, ф =
0.18), more educated (χ2(5) = 78.39, p < .001, ф = 0.23), work part time 
(χ2(10) = 201.53, p < .001, ф = 0.37), and earned slightly more money 
(χ2(5) = 12.95, p < .001, ф = 0.09), than expected by chance. Partici
pants who dropped out at time 3 were not significantly different to 
participants at time 2. Considering the amount and the non-random na
ture of the missingness between waves, it is preferred to avoid using 

imputation (Bennett, 2009), Full Information Maximum Likelihood 
(FIML) was therefore preferred, and the aforementioned reasons for 
missingness were all controlled for in the estimated models. 24 multi
variate outliers were detected and, thus, removed (> 3SD). The total 
final sample consisted of 1466 participants. Of the final sample, par
ticipants were mostly mothers (73.7 %), on average 39.3 years old (SD 
= 7.27), and on average had 2 children (M = 2.15, SD = 0.97). Most 
participants (56 %) were married, and mostly completed upper sec
ondary education (26.4 %) or a bachelor’s degree (36.1 %). Profes
sionally, most parents worked full time (56.2 %) and mostly earned 
between 2500 and 4000£ monthly (38.1 %) or between 1000 and 2500£ 
monthly (23.6 %).

Procedure

Prior to data collection, the study received the approval of the ethics 
committee (masked for review). The current study was part of a larger 
project conducted between July 2022 and May 2023, regarding parental 
burnout and children’s outcomes (every wave spaced 4 months apart: 
Time 1 in July–August 2022, Time 2 in November–December 2022, 
Time 3 in April–May 2023). The participants were recruited using two 
strategies: a French-speaking snowball sample, and an English-speaking 
Prolific sample. French-speaking parents were recruited through social- 
media, word of mouth, and schools. The English-speaking sample was 
recruited through Prolific, a participant-recruitment platform that aims 
to connect researchers to high quality samples, in exchange for remu
neration. Researchers can use filters to reach only specific participants 
(in this case, parents). Considering that the past studies showed similar 
relationships between PB and violence in French-speaking and English- 
speaking samples (e.g., Mikolajczak et al., 2019), both samples were 
merged together into a single final sample. Prior to participating to the 
study, participants first gave their informed consent. They were 
informed that they could withdraw at any moment, and that their data 
would remain anonymous. Participants who decided to take part in the 
study were required to answer each item without the option to skip or 
omit any. Moreover, participants who answered wrongly to one of three 
attention checks were immediately dismissed from analyses. Partici
pants who wished to take part in the study answered an online survey 
(more details about the questionnaires in the “Measures”’ section)”. 
Participants who did not meet the following criteria were excluded from 
all analyses: participants who did not have at least one child still living 
at home, who did not answer correctly to one of the three attention- 
checks, who were underage (under 18 years of age), and who did not 
respond to all three measurement occasions. Three attention-check 
items (e.g., “It is important that you pay attention to this study. Please 
select Disagree”) were randomly inserted in the survey to make sure that 
participants did not respond randomly or inattentively.

Measures

After the informed consent, the following sociodemographic vari
ables were collected: gender, age, number of children, educational level, 
working regimen, and net monthly household income. All measures 
were assessed at three time points.

Parental burnout symptoms were measured using the Parental 
Burnout Assessment (PBA). The PBA is a 23-item questionnaire (Roskam 
et al., 2018), in which parents rate each symptom on a 7-point frequency 
scale: from never (0) to every day (6). The scale is quadri-factorial, 
measuring namely: exhaustion (e.g., “I’m so tired out by my role as a 
parent that sleeping doesn’t seem like enough”) (time 1: α = 0.95, ω =
0.96; time 2: α = 0.96, ω = 0.96; time 3: α = 0.96, ω = 0.96), emotional 
distancing (e.g., “Outside the usual routines (lifts in the car, bedtime, 
meals) I’m no longer able to make an effort for my child(ren)”) (time 1: 
α = 0.76, ω = 0.78; time 2: α = 0.78, ω = 0.79; time 3: α = 0.81, ω =
0.82), feeling fed up (e.g., “I can’t stand my role as a father/mother 
anymore”) (time 1: α = 0.90, ω = 0.91; time 2: α = 0.91, ω = 0.91; time 
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3: α = 0.93, ω = 0.93), and contrast in the previous parental self (e.g., “I 
don’t think I’m the good father/mother that I used to be to my child 
(ren)”) (time 1: α = 0.92, ω = 0.93; time 2: α = 0.93, ω = 0.93; time 3: α 
= 0.92, ω = 0.93). Each score is calculated by summing the answers to 
the items. Higher scores reflect a higher level of the measured factor. 
Due to (expected) deviation in normality, McDonald’s ω (McDonald, 
1999, p. 89) should be interpreted when reviewing the scale’s internal 
consistency, as it is more robust (Yang & Green, 2011). However, 
considering that Cronbach’s α (Cronbach, 1951) is still the most used in 
research, we decided to provide both indices for every scale in the study.

Violence towards offspring was assessed using a shortened version 
of the Parental Violence Scale (full scale first used in Mikolajczak et al., 
2018; short-form subsequently used in Mikolajczak et al., 2019, Miko
lajczak et al., 2020). The shortened version is a 3-item self-report 
questionnaire, to which participants respond to each item on a fre
quency scale: from never (0) to several times a day (7). The scale measures 
verbal (“I sometimes say things to my child that I then regret (threats, 
insults, use of silly nicknames etc.)”), physical (“When I am angry, I 
sometimes throw things at my child”), and psychological violence (“I 
sometimes threaten to abandon my child if s/he is not good”). Higher 
scores reflect a higher presence of violent behaviors. Note that the 
original scale from which the three items are drawn from shows good 
internal reliability (α = 0.82; see Mikolajczak et al., 2018).

Statistical analyses

Based on sample size estimations, following the N:q rule (Jackson, 
2003; Kline, 2016), the final sample size was large enough to carry out 
the path analyses. Variables were centered to reduce potential multi- 
collinearity. Statistical tests’ assumptions were checked prior to car
rying on with the analyses. Correlations were performed using Jamovi’s 
“Regression” package (The jamovi project, 2021), and cross-lagged 
models were estimated using the open software R (RStudio Team, 
2020), with “lavaan”’s package (Rosseel, 2012).

First, correlation analyses were computed. Then, we performed 
Mardia’s test prior to estimating each cross-lagged model, which 
allowed to determine whether there was a violation in multivariate 
normality (Korkmaz et al., 2014; Korkmaz et al., 2024). After that, cross- 
lagged models were estimated (one model per study aim), using FIML 
estimation method. Considering that missingness between time 1 and 
time 2 is not at random, the only way to estimate the models using FIML 
(which requires MAR data; see Enders, 2008), is by adding the variables 
causing MNAR as auxiliary variables (Enders, 2008). We therefore 
controlled for the reasons of missingness, namely: gender, age of the 
parent, working status, and income. Fit indices of each model were 
reviewed prior to interpreting paths. Considering that the χ2 and the 
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) are particularly 
sensitive to sample size (Kenny et al., 2015; Kline, 2016), we opted for 
less sensitive fit estimates. Thus, we considered adequate fit when at 
least two of the less sensitive indices (i.e., Comparative Fit Index - CFI, 
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual - SRMR, Tucker Lewis Index - 
TLI) met the following criteria: the CFI above 0.90, the SRMR below 0.08 
(Kline, 2016), and the TLI above 0.90 (Tucker & Lewis, 1973). Х2 and 
RMSEA were reported as they are still one of the most reported indices in 
path analysis (χ2 should ideally be non-significant and RMSEA should be 
below 0.08). Finally, we estimated two cross-lagged models. Model 1 
estimated the prospective relationships between PB symptoms. Model 2 
estimated the prospective relationships between PB symptoms in the 
prediction of violence towards the offspring.

Results

Correlations between variables at each time point can be viewed in 
Table 1. Spearman’s ρ was preferred over Pearson’s r, considering the 
non-normal (but expected) data distribution observed in Q-Q plots. 
Exhaustion, emotional distancing, feeling fed up, and contrast, all 

significantly and positively correlated with violence towards the 
offspring. Correlations were consistent across the three time points.

Multivariate normality was assessed using Mardia’s coefficient and 
showed to be (expectedly) violated (Model 1: for skewness: χ2 = 7287, p 
< .001; for kurtosis: z = 137.11, p < .001; Model 2: for skewness: χ2 =

10,999, p < .001; for kurtosis: z = 167.18, p < .001). Considering that 
the assumption was violated in both path models, we opted for a more 
robust method of estimation, using the Bollen-Stine bootstrapping 
method (H. Kim & Millsap, 2014; Kline, 2016; Thakkar, 2020).

Model 1 (controlling for gender, age of the parent, working status, 
and income) investigating the prospective links between PB symptoms 
(see Fig. 1) showed acceptable fit (χ2(16) = 289.79, p < .001; CFI = 0.98; 
TLI = 0.84; RMSEA = 0.11, 95 % CI = [0.14, 0.18], SRMR = 0.04). Auto- 
regressive paths were all significant across time points, as well as some 
cross-lagged paths. Exhaustion at time 1 significantly predicted 
emotional distancing at time 2 (β = 0.11, p = .03), feeling fed up at time 
2 (β = 0.16, p < .001) and contrast at time 2 (β = 0.22, p < .001). 
Moreover, feeling fed up at time 1 predicted emotional distancing at 
time 2 (β = 0.20, p = .02). Exhaustion at time 2 predicted contrast at 
time 3 (β = 0.15, p = .004). The remaining non-significant paths can be 
viewed in Supplementary Table 1. Covariances between PB symptoms, 
as expected, were all significant and had positive standardized estimates 
(see Supplementary Table 2).

Model 2 (controlling for gender, age of the parent, working status, 
and income) estimating the process of PB symptoms that lead to violence 
(see Fig. 2) showed acceptable fit: χ2(25) = 332.71, p < .001; CFI = 0.98; 
TLI = 0.86; RMSEA = 0.09, 95 % CI = [0.08, 0.10], SRMR = 0.03. Auto- 
regressive paths were all significant, and many cross-lagged paths were 
significant as well. Exhaustion at time 1 significantly predicted 
emotional distancing at time 2 (β = 0.10, p = .04), feeling fed up at time 
2 (β = 0.15, p < .001), and contrast at time 2 (β = 0.21, p < .001). 
Feeling fed up at time 1 predicted emotional distancing at time 2 (β =
0.19, p = .02). Emotional distancing (β = 0.16, p = .02) and feeling fed 
up at time 2 (β = 0.20, p = .02) predicted violence at time 3. Exhaustion 
at time 2 predicted contrast at time 3 (β = 0.15, p = .004). The remaining 
paths were non-significant and can be viewed in Supplementary Table 3. 
Covariances between PB symptoms, and between PB symptoms and 
violence were all significant and had positive standardized estimates 
(see Supplementary Table 4).

Discussion

The current study aimed to answer two important questions in the 

Table 1 
Descriptive statistics and Spearman’s ρ correlations for study variables.

Bivariate correlations n Spearman’s ρ

Exhaustion Time 1 and Violence Time 1 1466 0.39***
Exhaustion Time 2 and Violence Time 2 794 0.42***
Exhaustion Time 3 and Violence Time 3 754 0.39***
Emotional Distancing Time 1 and Violence Time 1 1466 0.40***
Emotional Distancing Time 2 and Violence Time 2 794 0.39***
Emotional Distancing Time 3 and Violence Time 3 754 0.39***
Fed Up Time 1 and Violence Time 1 1466 0.46***
Fed Up Time 2 and Violence Time 2 794 0.43***
Fed Up Time 3 and Violence Time 3 754 0.42***
Contrast Time 1 and Violence Time 1 1466 0.43***
Contrast Time 2 and Violence Time 2 794 0.46***
Contrast Time 3 and Violence Time 3 754 0.39***

Note. Exhaustion at time 1 (M = 16.00, SD = 13.65), time 2 (M = 14.40, SD =
13.10), and time 3 (M = 14.10, SD = 13.23). Emotional distancing at time 1 (M 
= 2.41, SD = 3.34), time 2 (M = 1.74, SD = 2.71), and time 3 (M = 1.76, SD =
2.82). Fed up at time 1 (M = 4.16, SD = 6.02), time 2 (M = 2.88, SD = 4.73), and 
time 3 (M = 2.97, SD = 5.00). Contrast at time 1 (M = 6.89, SD = 8.02), time 2 
(M = 5.95, SD = 7.26), and time 3 (M = 6.02, SD = 7.48). Violence at time 1 (M 
= 1.48, SD = 1.98), time 2 (M = 0.96, SD = 1.26), and time 3 (M = 0.89, SD =
1.42). *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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process of PB and its consequences. Each one will be discussed in this 
section. The first aim was to understand whether PB’s processual nature 
replicates when using the PBA as a measure. The results of the current 
study both replicate past research and give new insight into the PB 
process. It replicates past results by showing that exhaustion seems to be 
the entry point in PB (Kalkan et al., 2022; Le Vigouroux et al., 2022; 
Roskam & Mikolajczak, 2021), and that indeed exhaustion at time 1 
predicts emotional distancing at time 2 (Roskam & Mikolajczak, 2021). 
Not only does the effect significance replicate, but the effect size also 
replicates (in Roskam & Mikolajczak’s, 2021; study 1: β = 0.10, p =
.003; in their study 2: β = 0.13, p = .015; in the current study: β = 0.10, p 
= .06), emphasizing the robustness of the results across measures. 
Although these results suggest that the aforementioned links are 
conceptually replicated, attention should be given to the current results 
that indicate that exhaustion seems to be the entry point to the spiral of 
PB, being prospectively associated with an increase in all PB symptoms, 
and not just emotional distancing. It is also interesting to note that 
exhaustion seems to be particularly influential with contrast with the 
previous parental self, as shown by the highest standardized estimate. 
This, however, is not surprising: an exhausted parent might be more 
likely to notice that they are not as they once were, compared to 
emotionally distance from their offspring. More broadly, these results 
further emphasize that PB, like any other type of burnout, is a devel
opmental process (Brunsting et al., 2022; Houkes et al., 2011; Roskam & 
Mikolajczak, 2021; Taris et al., 2005), and that the process of PB 
insidiously moves the problem from the parent (i.e., exhaustion) to the 
relationships surrounding the parent (i.e., emotional distancing).

The second aim was to understand how PB as a process is prospec
tively related to violence. The hypothesized mediating effect that 
exhaustion would be related to emotional distancing, which in turn 
would be linked to violence, is not the only effect that we observed. The 

relation between exhaustion and violence seems to also be mediated by a 
prospective increase in feeling fed up. Both findings suggest that mal
treating behaviors in burnt out parents may happen in a processual 
manner, as PB symptoms further develop and set in. It is also interesting 
to note the small size of prospective paths from PB to violence. They 
should not be regarded as qualifying past results and even less as good 
news. PB symptoms share a lot of variance between them (since they 
have high intercorrelations) and it is therefore not surprising that the 
cross-lagged paths have small effect sizes (both in models with and 
without violence), because they represent the effects that are not 
comprised by the shared variance. Since it is the first time that the effect 
of each symptom in the presence of other symptoms is estimated, this 
should be kept in mind when interpreting the results. However, this does 
not undermine the important predictive nature of PB in child 
maltreatment, against other predictors (Schittek et al., 2023). Taken 
together, these results suggest that (i) there is a process in PB symptoms 
that is related violence, (ii) both emotional distancing and feeling fed up 
are prospective risk factors in violence towards children, and (iii) the 
symptom of feeling fed up seems to have the strongest predictive weight.

Beyond the foregoing contributions, the current findings hold 
important implications for both research and clinical practice. In regards 
to research, first, considering that focusing research on the symptoms of 
PB (and not just its global score) could allow to have more nuanced and 
clinically relevant results, cut-off scores for each symptom should be 
created (as it has been done for the global score of PB, see Brianda et al., 
2023), allowing then to determine whether parents significantly exhibit 
each symptom or not. Second, knowing that PB starts with exhaustion, 
which is then associated to a cascade of symptoms, should prompt 
research to make sure that the current PB treatment specifically reduces 
exhaustion (Brianda et al., 2020). So far, this treatment was only tested 
using the composite score of PB, and not the sub-symptoms, which 

Fig. 1. Cross-Lag Model 1 for prospective links of parental burnout symptoms. 
Note. EX = Exhaustion; ED = Emotional distancing; FU = Feeling fed up; CO = Contrast with the previous self; 1, 2, 3 = Time 1, Time 2, Time 3. Significant paths are 
in black and their standardized coefficients are marked in bold with asterisks (*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001). Non-significant paths and covariances can be viewed 
in Supplementary Table 1 and Supplementary Table 2 respectively. The model was estimated controlling for auxiliary variables, such as gender, age, working status, 
and income.
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precludes from safely assuming that it significantly impacts the symp
toms. If this should not prove fruitful, the reduction of exhaustion should 
be tested through relaxation techniques, which have shown to greatly 
reduce exhaustion in job burnout (d = 0.51; for a meta-analysis, see 
Maricuţoiu et al., 2016). Third, researchers should also start to consider 
feeling fed up as central in both the development of PB and as a risk 
factor in violence. Relatedly, the present findings nuance those of 
Hansotte et al. (2020) that suggested that violence would only kick-in 
when parents distance themselves from their children and rather 
advise clinicians to remain alert to potential maltreating behaviors when 
parents mention feeling fed up as well. Fourth, PB literature majorly fo
cuses on observed-variable cross-lagged models, as does the present 
manuscript. This adds measurement error that could impact results. 
Future research should try to collect enough data to allow latent- 
variable models to be tested. Fifth, the fact that some paths present be
tween Time 1 and Time 2 do not replicate between Time 2 and Time 3 
could indicate that: (i) the major drop-out between Time 2 and Time 3 
has precluded from detecting effects that were present between the two 
first measurement points; (ii) the non-normal distribution of both PB and 
violence could have had an effect on the estimation of parameters and 
standard errors, and thus on p-values, even though FIML is one of the 
most robust methods against non-normality; (iii) the mis-matched 
variability between PB symptoms and violence (the latter showing less 
variability compared to the former) could have reduced test-statistics, 
thus resulting in higher p-values. Taking these points into account, 
future research in PB should be alert to the effects of drop-outs, non- 
normality, and variability when designing studies and interpreting re
sults. In regard to clinical work, knowing that exhaustion is the entry 
point to PB’s slippery slope, clinicians should be alert to (i) parents 

mentioning exhaustion as the sign to treat for PB immediately, and (ii) to 
be alert to child maltreatment when the parent mentions feeling 
emotionally distant from their offspring, or even feeling fed up.

More broadly, the current results impact fields other than psychol
ogy. First, for neuroscience, our findings underly the importance of un
derstanding the brain changes that could explain the link between PB 
symptoms and violence (e.g., Heatherton & Wagner, 2011; Siever, 
2008). Second, for developmental psychology, it would be fruitful to test 
the potential mediating effect of PB symptoms, between known 
maltreatment risk factors and violence (for systematic reviews and meta- 
analyses, see Milner et al., 2022; Stith et al., 2009; White et al., 2015). 
Third, for social work, researchers should try to find the most useful 
ways to help families that experience child violence, specifically in the 
case of PB symptoms.

Limitations of the current study should also be considered when 
interpreting results. First, the sample is WEIRD (White, Educated, 
Industrialized, Rich, Democratic) and European, which precludes to 
generalize results to other samples and other cultures. In fact, it is 
probable that PB can manifest and develop differently in less fortunate 
families, and in other cultures. For the latter, some preliminary studies 
have shown that not all symptoms in the PBA converge in some parts of 
the world (e.g., emotional distancing showing low consistency in Per
sian, Basque and African samples, see Mousavi et al., 2020; Sarrionandia 
& Aliri, 2021; Sodi et al., 2020). Being careful in generalizing results is 
also suggested by the high standard errors observed in the cross-lagged 
paths. This means that the observed links in the sample might not 
represent the population, thus precluding generalization of results. To 
make sure that the results are robust, there’s a need to replicate the 
current findings in different samples. Second, results should not be 

Fig. 2. Cross-Lag Model 2 investigating the process in parental burnout symptoms that lead to violence. 
Note. EX = Exhaustion; ED = Emotional distancing; FU = Feeling fed up; CO = Contrast with the previous self; V = Violence towards the offspring; 1, 2, 3 = Time 1, 
Time 2, Time 3. Significant paths are in black and their standardized coefficients are marked in bold with asterisks (*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001). Non-significant 
path estimates and covariances can be viewed in Supplementary Table 3 and Supplementary Table 4 respectively. The model was estimated controlling for auxiliary 
variables, such as gender, age, working status, and income.
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generalized across genders as the sample is composed of twice as many 
mothers than fathers. Considering that parenthood is very gender-typed, 
and that PB seems to have different consequences in fathers and mothers 
(Roskam & Mikolajczak, 2020), the current cross-lagged models should 
also be replicated in more gender-equal samples. Additionally, knowing 
that PB in fathers seems to increase more neglect-type behaviors, 
whereas in mothers it seems to increase more violence (Roskam & 
Mikolajczak, 2020), it would be fruitful to understand whether gender 
moderates the prospective relations between PB symptoms and violence 
and neglect, thus providing more nuance. Third, violence towards chil
dren is a difficult construct to measure considering its legal implications, 
as well as its self-report nature adding potential informant bias in the 
current study. Thus, it is possible that parents under-reported potential 
violent behaviors, potentially adding bias in interpreting results. Longer 
questionnaires or other measures of violence (not self-report) should be 
considered for future research. Fourth, violence was measured using 
three items that each assess different types of violence. This approach 
makes it difficult to test the reliability of the overall violence measure, 
adding potential bias in the results. Future research should aim to 
replicate these findings using more robust measures of violence that 
allow for proper reliability testing. Fifth, the path models were estimated 
using observed variables rather than latent ones, which means that 
measurement error is not accounted for. Future studies should replicate 
the current findings using latent models.

In conclusion, the take-home message of the current study is two- 
fold: (i) PB is a developmental process that starts with exhaustion, no 
matter the measurement used; (ii) there is a process that links PB 
symptoms to violence: exhaustion being the starting point that catalyzes 
emotional distancing and feeling fed up, both predicting more pro
spective violence.
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