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PARENTAL BURNOUT, POVERTY AND NEGLECT

The Missing Link Between Poverty and Child Maltreatment: Parental Burnout
Abstract
Background: Child maltreatment remains a major social welfare and public health issue. The
relationship between SES and child maltreatment has been intensively studied. And syntheses
of meta-analyses have identified low SES as one of the five major antecedents of child
maltreatment. Objective: The underlying mechanism that explains the association between
low SES and child maltreatment, has however not been clearly demonstrated. Participants
and Setting: In a sample of 3,429 parents (51.53% low SES), we postulated a double
mediation to explain this relationship, namely that low SES increased the imbalance between
the parent's risk and resource factors, and that this imbalance in turn increased parental
burnout, which itself increased parental neglect and violence. Methods: We estimated three
successive models encompassing the direct and indirect effects of low SES on the imbalance
between risk and resource factors, parental burnout, parental neglect and parental violence.
Results: The results provide little support for the direct effect of poverty on parental burnout,
parental neglect and parental violence. They rather confirm the mediating role of the
imbalance between risk and resource factors and parental burnout. Conclusions: Parental
burnout could be the missing link between poverty and child maltreatment. The results are
discussed for research and clinical purposes.

Keywords: Neglect, Violence, Exhaustion, SES, Precarity

e Low SES does not relate directly to parental neglect and violence

e Parental burnout mediates the relation between poverty and child maltreatment

e Risk/resources imbalance mediates the relation between poverty and burnout

e Maltreatment by low-SES parents is more a risk of neglect than a risk of violence
e Risks of burnout, imbalance, and maltreatment also exist in high SES families



Despite the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which grants children
the right to grow up in a non-violent environment, child maltreatment remains a major social
welfare and public health issue. Every year, about 4-16% of children are physically abused
and one in ten is neglected or emotionally abused (Gilbert et al., 2009). Some evidence
suggests that these numbers have even increased since the pandemic (Loiseau et al., 2021;
Pereda & Diaz-Faes, 2020; Swedo et al., 2020). Maltreated children are at risk of a host of
negative consequences, including increased risk of depression and anxiety disorders (Gardner
et al., 2019; Humphreys et al., 2020; Kisely et al., 2018), sleep disorders (Turner et al., 2020),
eating disorders (Sokol et al., 2019; Sokol et al., 2018), cardiovascular risks (Ho et al., 2020),
and adverse economic outcomes in adulthood (Bunting et al., 2018) to cite but a few.

For these reasons, the states that signed the CRC have committed to take action to
protect children from maltreatment and to ensure that their caregivers behave in a non-violent
manner (see Article 19, TheUnitedNations, 1989). The signatory states have notably sought to
identify parents most likely to maltreat their children in order to design targeted support
policies and tailored prevention or intervention programs. The identification of at risk-parents
is based on the presence of risk factors such as having been the victim of child maltreatment
(Sroufe et al., 2005), intimate partner violence (Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000),
psychopathology (Kohl et al., 2011), single parenthood (Gelles, 1989), or poverty (Pelton,
2015). Of all these factors, poverty has received particular attention, possibly because poverty
often co-occurs with other risk factors. It also concerns a large population (for example, there
was a total of 7.3 million families with low socioeconomic status (SES) living in the US in
2020 (StatistaResearchDepartment, 2022)).

Child Maltreatment in Low-SES Families
The relationship between SES and child maltreatment has been intensively studied. A
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retrieved one thousand articles published in peer-reviewed journals about SES and parental
neglect, one thousand articles about SES and parental violence, and around 700 articles about
SES and child maltreatment more broadly. More than 95% of these articles were published
after 1989 (the year of the CRC). The majority of them concluded that low-SES parents are at
higher risk of both neglect and violence towards their offspring. Recent meta-analyses have
confirmed the association between low SES and child maltreatment (e.g. Mulder et al., 2018),
and syntheses of meta-analyses have identified low SES as one of the five major antecedents
of child maltreatment (van Ijzendoorn et al., 2020).

Although research so far has provided compelling evidence that low SES increases the
likelihood of parental neglect and parental violence, the underlying mechanism that explains
this association has not been clearly demonstrated. Explanations proposed so far point to the
co-occurrence of multiple risk factors in low-SES families such as single parenthood (Mersky
et al., 2009; Tran et al., 2018), low quality of relationship between the parents (Conger et al.,
2010), insecure attachment of parents (van [jzendoorn & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 1996),
childrearing environment (Trickett et al., 1991), or personality factors (Jonassaint et al.,
2011). The presence of multiple stressors associated with socioeconomic adversity is thought
to explain the increased risk of child maltreatment (van Ijzendoorn et al., 2020). Although this
assumption makes sense, it does not explain ~ow these stressors lead to child maltreatment.
Furthermore, clear grounds for intervention are still missing. It is therefore unsurprising to
find that the effectiveness of interventions to reduce the risk of maltreatment is small
(umbrella effect size of d = .27 from eleven meta-analyses) — so small that van [jzendoorn et
al. (2020) refers to it as the 'power failure of the interventions'.

The Missing Link Between Low SES and Child Maltreatment: Parental Burnout?

The burgeoning literature on parental burnout may offer new insights into the

association between low SES and child maltreatment. Parental burnout is a stress spectrum



disorder defined by four key symptoms. The first is emotional exhaustion related to the
parenting role. The mere thought of what the parents have to do for or with their children
makes them want to stay in bed. The second symptom is emotional distancing. The parents
act on autopilot. They perform the basic parenting duties but are no longer able to invest
emotionally in the children, to show them how much they love them. The third symptom is
feelings of being fed up with one’s parental role. Parent no longer take pleasure in being with
their children. The fourth symptom is a painful feeling of contrast: parents no longer
recognize themselves, they are no longer the parents they were or wanted to be (Mikolajczak
et al., 2019; Roskam et al., 2018; Roskam et al., 2017).

Parental burnout is a serious condition because of its high prevalence and the severity
of its consequences. In an international study of 42 countries, the point prevalence of parental
burnout was as high as 5-8% of parents in Western countries, meaning that in the US more
than 5.5 million parents are likely to have parental burnout (Roskam et al., 2021). Parental
burnout has deleterious consequences for both the parent and the children (see Mikolajczak et
al., 2021 for review). Most importantly for the purposes of the current article, parental
burnout has a very strong effect on parental neglect and parental violence towards children
(Mikolajczak et al., 2019; Szczygiet et al., 2020). The mean effect-size estimates (Cohen’s d)
based on the very consistent correlations reported in the three studies presented in these
papers are 1.18 for parental burnout-neglect and 1.09 for parental burnout-violence. This
relation between parental burnout and child maltreatment is causal, since interventions aimed
at reducing burnout symptoms reduce neglect and violence proportionally to the decrease in
parental burnout symptoms (Brianda et al., 2020). In addition, a recent study conducted on
994 parents showed that when 10 predictors (i.e., parental burnout, job burnout, sadism,
psychopathy, depression, generalized anxiety disorder, narcissism, Machiavellianism,

borderline personality disorder, and child abuse potential risk) of child maltreatment are



included together in the same model, only parental burnout and borderline personality
disorder remain significant predictors (Schittek et al., submitted for publication).

According to the Balance between Risks and Resource (BR?) theory of parental
burnout (Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018), parental burnout occurs in response to a chronic
imbalance between the risk factors to which the parent is exposed and the resources available
to cope with them. Put differently, parental burnout occurs when parenting stress-enhancing
factors are chronically more numerous or significant than stress-alleviating factors. The
etiological model of parental burnout seems particularly interesting in the case of low-SES
parents, since low SES is itself associated with both more stress-enhancing factors (e.g. more
authoritarian parenting and family chaos) and fewer stress-alleviating factors (e.g., less
coparenting and social support) (van Ijzendoorn et al., 2020). Thus, low-SES parents could be
exposed to chronic imbalance and therefore exhibit symptoms of parental burnout which
could in turn explain child neglect and parental violence. If this assumption were verified, it
would provide a new lens through which to view maltreatment in low-SES families and, more
importantly, new perspectives for intervention. Whereas the effect sizes for interventions
aimed at reducing child maltreatment are small (i.e. umbrella d = .27, van [jzendoorn et al.,
2020), those for interventions aimed at rebalancing parents' risk-resource balance are much
more encouraging, with d = .86 for burnout symptoms, d = .60 for stress (hair cortisol), d =
A3 for parental neglect and d = .58 for parental violence (Brianda et al., 2020), and with d =
.96 for burnout symptoms, d = .28 for stress (hair cortisol), d = .24 for parental neglect and d
= .65 for parental violence (Bayot et al., revised).

The Current Study

The aim of this study was to help explain how low SES can lead to child maltreatment.

Our hypotheses were as follows. In line with previous research on low SES and child

maltreatment, we postulated a higher level of parental neglect and parental violence among



low-SES parents than among middle-to-high-SES parents. In line with parental burnout
research, we postulated a greater imbalance between parenting risks and resources, and a
higher level of parental burnout among low-SES parents than among middle-to-high-SES
parents. Lastly and most importantly, we hypothesized that the relations between low SES

and parental neglect and parental violence are mediated by parental burnout. Based on the

BR? etiological model of parental burnout, we also assumed that the relation between low

SES and parental burnout is mediated by an imbalance between risk and resource factors in
the parenting domain. In order to test our hypotheses, we decided to estimate and compare
three successive models encompassing the direct effect of low SES on the (im)balance
between risk and resource factors, parental burnout, parental neglect and parental violence
(Model I), the mediation effects of parental burnout between low SES and both parental
neglect and parental violence (Model 1I), and the double mediation process where low SES is
associated with an imbalance between risk and resource factors, which in turn increases the
risk of parental burnout and ultimately parental neglect and parental violence towards children
(Model III). We expected that Model 11 and Model 1II would be better than Model I, and that
Model III would be preferable to Model II.
Method

Participants

Data were collected from a sample of 3,429 parents (M, = 43.13, SD,,. = 8.68, range:
19-76) having at least one child still living at home. The number of children in the household
ranged from 1 to 7 (M, = 11.22, SD,,. = 5.93, range: 0-37.5). Among these children, 91%
were biological children and 9% were adopted, and 14% had special needs. Most of the
participants were living in Belgium (76.44%). Others were living in France (12.89%),
Switzerland (8.89%), or other countries (1.78%). The study was advertised among both

parents from the community as a whole and low-SES parents (see Procedure below), making



it possible to reach an almost equal proportion of low and middle-to-high-SES parents: 1,662
participants (48.47%) were considered to be middle-to-high-SES parents, and 1,767
participants (51.53%) were considered to be low-SES parents. Parents were included in the
low-SES subgroup either if they considered themselves to be in a precarious or in a very
precarious situation (i.e., they answered "I consider myself to be in a precarious situation" (n
=936) or "I consider myself to be in a very precarious situation" (n = 172) to the question
"How do you evaluate your current financial situation?") or if their net monthly household
income was less than €2500 (n = 1,539), which corresponds to the poverty threshold in
Belgium (Statbel, 2020), France (Insee, 2021), and Switzerland (OFS, 2022). Among the
1,767 low-SES parents, 852 reported being both in a precarious situation and having a net
monthly household income less than €2500. The sociodemographic characteristics of the
total sample and the two subgroups of low-SES and middle-to-high-SES parents are presented
in Table 1.
Insert Table 1 about here

Procedure

Data were collected via an online questionnaire using Qualtrics software with the
forced choice option, ensuring a dataset with no missing data except in the case where the
participant interrupts the completion of the questionnaire before the end. As Belgium is both a
French- and a Dutch-speaking country, the survey was available in the two languages. The
inclusion criterion for the study was that there must be at least one child still living in the
family household. Participants were asked to give informed consent before answering
questions. The informed consent allowed participants to withdraw at any stage without having
to justify their withdrawal. They were also assured that their data would remain anonymous.
The research received the approval of the IRB of the Psychological Sciences Research

Institute (UCLouvain, Belgium) (project 17.09).



To avoid any self-selection bias, we did not mention that this was a study on parental
burnout, parental neglect and violence, or SES. We presented the study as research into
factors of parental fulfilment and exhaustion. Participants were recruited between November
2019 and October 2021 via social networks, word of mouth and with the help of the largest
Belgian mutual health insurance company (insuring 42% of the Belgian population) to reach
low-SES parents. 4,040 parents participated in the study, 3,429 of them completed the data
related to poverty (subjective precarity level and income level), parental burnout, and the
balance between risk and resource factors, and 2,186 participants completed the data related
to parental violence and neglect. Participants who completed the questionnaire had the
opportunity to enter a lottery with a chance of winning €200. Participants who wished to
participate in the lottery had to provide their email address, but the latter was automatically
disconnected from their questionnaire.

Following the analysis of the results, we organized a workshop with professionals
working with low-SES families. The research questions and results were presented to them
without prior interpretation by the researchers. Each professional expressed himself/herself
freely on how the results should be interpreted. The researchers developed the discussion of
the article based on the points gathered during the workshop. The discussion was reread and
commented on by the professionals who participated in the workshop before being finalized
by the authors of the article.

Measures

The research from which this study was derived targeted several specific groups, i.e.
parents of adopted children or children with special needs. Based on their inclusion in one or
more specific groups, participants were directed to specific items relevant to their situation.

Because the research questions and objectives related to these different populations are too
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different to be addressed in one publication, only the measures relevant to parents in poverty
and used in the current paper are described below.
Sociodemographic Characteristics

Participants were first asked about the following: their sex [mother vs. father]; their
age; the number of children living in the household; the age of the children; the family types
[two-parent family; single parent family, step-family; two same-sex parents]; their
educational level [up to secondary level, university or college, master’s degree, PhD or MBA
degree]; their working status [not in paid work, part-time job, full-time job]; and their net
monthly household income [<€2500, €2500-3999, €4000-5499, €5500-7000, >€7000].
Parental Burnout

Parental burnout was assessed with the Parental Burnout Assessment (PBA, Roskam
et al., 2018), a 23-item questionnaire assessing the four core symptoms of parental burnout:
emotional exhaustion (9 items) (e.g., [ feel completely run down by my role as a parent),
contrast with previous parental self (6 items) (e.g., I tell myself I'm no longer the parent I
used to be), loss of pleasure in one’s parental role (5 items) (e.g., I don’t enjoy being with my
children) and emotional distancing from one’s children (3 items) (e.g., I am no longer able to
show my children that I love them) using a 7-point frequency scale (never, a few times a year,
once a month or less, a few times a month, once a week, a few times a week, every day). In
the current study, Cronbach’s alpha was .97.
Balance Between Risks and Resources in the Parenting Domain

The Balance Between Risks and Resource (BR?, Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018) was
assessed by means of 39 bipolar rating scales encompassing 11 levels, i.e., from =5 to +5
going through 0. The negative pole represented the risk while the positive pole represented
the corresponding resource, for example, —5: “My children are so demanding of me that I

don’t have a moment for myself”, or +5: “My children are demanding but I still have time
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free to do other things”. The global score was computed by summing the 39 items (min. -195,
max. 195) so that positive scores indicated that the parent had more (or more significant)
resources than risks, negative scores indicated that the parent had more (or more significant)
risks than resources, and zero scores indicated that the parent had the same level of risks and
resources. For single parents, the 9 items referring to the partner were removed from the
survey. Their global score was obtained by summing the remaining 30 items (min. -150, max.
150) (which statistically amounts to nullifying the significance of removed items in the
balance). The BR? score was then standardized for all parents in order to have the same
metric. Because the presence of one risk factor was not expected to be necessarily associated
with the presence of another risk factor (e.g., a parent may have difficulties reconciling family
and work without being a perfectionist parent), estimating an index of reliability such as
Cronbach's alpha was not relevant for BR2.
Parental Neglect

Parental neglect was assessed with a selection of items from the Parental Neglect
Scale (Mikolajczak, Brianda et al., 2018). As in Mikolajczak et al. (2019), this shortened
measure was composed of three items: one item targeting physical neglect (I don’t care about
my children when I know I should (meals, hygiene, etc.)); one item targeting
educational neglect (I don’t help my children when they really need it (for their homework, to
make a decision, to resolve a conflict, etc.)); and one item targeting emotional neglect (I don’t
comfort my children when they are sad, frightened, or distraught). Items were rated on an 8-
point Likert scale (never or less than once a year, less than once a month, about once a month,
a few times a month, about once a week, a few times a week, about once a day, a few times a
day). A global score was obtained by averaging the item scores. In the current study,
Cronbach’s alpha was .75.

Parental Violence

12



Parental violence was assessed with a selection of items from the Parental Violence
Scale (Mikolajczak, Brianda et al., 2018). As in Mikolajczak et al. (2019), this shortened
measure was composed of three items: one item targeting verbal violence (I say things to my
children that I then regret (threats, insults, ridiculous nicknames, etc.)), one item
targeting physical violence (When I get angry, I throw objects at my children or I shake my
children), and one item targeting psychological violence (I tell my children that I am going to
leave, and that they won’t see me again if they continue to be difficult). Items were rated on an
8-point Likert scale, identical to that for parental neglect. A global score was obtained by
averaging the item scores. In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha was .62. The reliability of
Cronbach's alpha is dependent on the number of items. We applied the Spearman-Brown
correction test in Stata in order to determine the estimated test length that would be needed to
reach a reliability of .75. The results returned an estimated test length of 6, which suggests
that the reliability of .62 was mostly due to the limited number of items for measuring
parental violence.
Statistical Analyses

Data analysis was performed with Statal7 software (StataCorp, 2021). We conducted
six preliminary analyses. We first checked for outliers in the four main variables, i.e. parental
burnout, BR?, parental neglect, and parental violence, and found no outliers. Second, we
checked for normality considering skewness and kurtosis values and the threshold values of
‘ 2 ‘ and ‘ 7 ‘ suggested by Finney and DiStefano (2006). Third, we analyzed dropout, i.e.
participants who logged out of the online survey before reaching the end of the questionnaire.
Fourth, we checked for confounding sociodemographic factors by testing differences in sex,
age, number of children, family types, educational level and working status, between the
middle-to-high-SES and the low-SES parents. T-tests were used for ordinal and continuous

variables (i.e., age, number of children, educational level), and logistic regressions were used
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for categorical variables (i.e., sex, family types, working status) with the SES group as the
dependent variable (i.e., middle-to-high SES (0) and low-SES (1)). Fifth, we estimated the
bivariate associations between parental burnout, BR?, parental neglect and parental violence,
with Spearman correlation coefficients. Sixth, we tested the mean differences in parental
burnout, BR?, parental neglect and parental violence, between the middle-to-high-SES and the
low-SES parents using t-tests.

The main analyses consisted of three successive SEM models encompassing a
measurement part for parental burnout, parental neglect and parental violence, and a structural
part. Model I estimated the direct effect of SES (i.e., belonging to the low-SES or in the
middle-to-high-SES group) on parental burnout, BR?, parental neglect and parental violence.
Model II estimated the mediation effect of parental burnout in the relation between SES and
both parental neglect and parental violence. Model III estimated the mediation effect of BR?
in the relation between SES and parental burnout, as well as the mediation effect of parental
burnout between BR? and both parental neglect and parental violence. For the second and
third models, we also estimated the direct, indirect and total effects.

Since we worked on cross-sectional data, we also tested alternative plausible models
reversing causality in order to increase the robustness of the findings. It would, however, not
be conceptually plausible to consider a direction of causality from parental burnout or BR?, to
SES. Furthermore, the direction of causality between parental burnout and parental neglect
and violence, as well as between BR? and parental burnout, has already been demonstrated in
previous longitudinal studies for BR* and parental burnout (Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018),
and both in longitudinal studies (Mikolajczak et al., 2019) and in RCT study (Brianda et al.,
2020) for parental neglect and violence. Therefore, alternative Model II estimated the
mediation effect of both parental neglect and parental violence in the relation between SES

and parental burnout. Alternative Model III estimated the mediation effect of both parental
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neglect and parental violence in the relation between SES and BR?, as well as the mediation
effect of BR? in the relation between both parental neglect and violence, and parental burnout.

Several goodness-of-fit indices were used to determine the acceptability of the models:
the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), the standardized root mean square
residual (SRMR), and the comparative fit index (CFI). For CFI, values close to 0.90 or greater
are acceptable to good. RMSEA and SRMR should preferably be less than or equal to 0.08
(Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Due to the presence of confounding sociodemographic variables, two analysis
strategies were followed. The first strategy was to estimate the three successive models,
controlling in each case for the effect of the confounding variables on parental burnout, BR?,
parental neglect and parental violence, and controlling for covariances among the
confounding variables as well. We used all the available data (N = 3,429), in order both to
retain as much statistical power as possible and to include data from participants who logged
out of the online survey before reaching the end of the questionnaire. We therefore applied
maximum likelihood with missing values (mlmv) as the method of estimation to compute the
parameter estimates of a model combined with the “vce(robust)” option, which does not
assume normality (Acock, 2013). However, Stata does not deliver the fit indices when the
mlmv and vce(robust) options are used. In order to compare the three models, the fit indices
were obtained by changing the estimation method. We used the ml and the vce(sbentler)
options so that the fit indices were corrected for non-normality but estimated on complete data
because of listwise deletion (n = 2,186). We checked for each of the three models that the
results were strictly similar in both procedures (i.e., mlmv with vce(robust) and ml with
vce(sbentler)). Since this was the case, only the models estimated with all available data are
presented in the Results section but all data and syntax are available on OSF

https://osf.i0/4zrfu/?view_only=0cdaf9c280b24e1ab883{61ef068ec69.
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The second strategy to control for confounding sociodemographic variables was to
perform a strict matching on the confounding factors between the low-SES and the middle-to-
high-SES groups. We identified 563 pairs (i.e., one parent belonging the low-SES group, the
other parent to the middle-to-high-SES group) of either mothers or fathers having the same
number of children, family type, working status and educational level. We used the same
methods and options in Stata as in the first strategy to estimate the parameters on all available
data (N = 1,126) and the fit indices with listwise deletion (n = 752). We then compared the
results found with the two main analysis strategies (i.e. the first controlling for confounding
factors and the second using paired samples). They yielded very similar results and led to the
same conclusions, which increases the robustness of the findings. For the sake of clarity and
synthesis, only the results from the first strategy, that of controlling for confounding factors,
are displayed in the Results section, but we explicitly mention the slight differences in the
results obtained in paired samples where these exist. All data and syntax are available on OSF
https://osf.i0/4zrfu/?view_only=0cdaf9c280b24e1ab883{61ef068ec69.

Results
Preliminary Analyses

Skewness and kurtosis indicated that parental burnout, parental neglect and parental
violence displayed some deviations from normality. Skewness coefficients ranged from 1.72
(parental burnout) to 3.07 (parental neglect); kurtosis coefficients ranged from 5.71 (parental
burnout) to 16.69 (parental violence). These deviations from normality were expected, since
in the general population, parental burnout, neglect and violence are positively skewed.

For dropout analysis, of the 3,429 participants, all completed BR? but only 2,186 completed
the parental neglect and violence items (36.24% drop out). Potential predictors of missingness
(i.e., sex, age, number of children, family types, educational level, working status, net

monthly incomes) were entered in a logistic regression with the binary dropout as the
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dependent variable. Dropout was higher among low-educated parents, b = -.23 (.04), p < .001,
and those reporting the lowest incomes, b = -.19 (.05), p < .001.

The comparison of the sociodemographic characteristics between middle-to-high-SES
parents and low-SES parents revealed several confounding variables. Low-SES parents
reported a lower number of children in the household than middle-to-high-SES parents,
1(3427)=8.01, p < .001, and lower educational level #(3427) = 25.03, p < .001. The two
groups differed according to the sex of the parents, with the frequency of fathers participating
in the study being lower among low-SES parents than among middle-to-high-educated
parents, b = .34 (.09), p < .001. The two groups also differed according to the types of family
with single parents, b = 2.60 (.09), p < .001, and step-families, b = .89 (.13), p < .001, being
more frequent than biparental families among low-SES parents. Finally, the two groups
differed according to their working status, with part-time work, b =2.60 (.09), p < .001, and
full-time work, b = .89 (.13), p < .001, being significantly less frequent than no paid work
among low-SES parents. The descriptive statistics for the sociodemographic characteristics of
the two SES groups are displayed in Table 1.

Bivariate associations between parental burnout, BR?, parental neglect and parental
violence were moderate, with r; = -.56 between parental burnout and BR?, r, = .46 between
parental burnout and neglect, ; = .50 between parental burnout and parental violence, r, = -
.31 between BR? and parental neglect, r, = -.35 between BR? and parental violence, and r, =
A4 between parental neglect and violence. All the coefficients were significant at p < .001
and in line with previous studies.

No difference was found between the two groups with regard to the mean level of
parental burnout. However, this difference was significant when we used the paired samples,

with the mean level of parental burnout being significantly higher among low-SES parents

than among middle-to-high-SES parents, #(1106) = -2.88, p = .004 (Miow-ses parents = 22.48, SD
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= 1.25; Mmiddle-to-high-ses parents = 18.03, SD = 91). Also, BR* was significantly lower among

low-SES parents, #3427) = 8.19, p < .001, and the mean level of parental neglect was higher
among low-SES parents #3427) = -4.28, p < .001. No difference was found between the two
groups with regard to the mean level of parental violence. The descriptive statistics for
parental burnout, BR?, parental neglect and parental violence in the two SES groups are
displayed in Table 1.
Main Analyses

Model I, testing the direct effect of SES on the four outcomes, showed a significant
relation for BR?, parental burnout and parental neglect, suggesting that low-SES parents
reported lower BR?, higher parental burnout and higher parental neglect. No significant effect
was found for parental violence. The full results of Model I are presented in Table 2. The
results of the structural part of Model I are presented in Figure 1. With regard to the
measurement part of Model I, the coefficients ranged from .82 to .94 for parental burnout,
from .57 to .79 for parental neglect and from .52 to .86 for parental violence, all coefficients
being significant at p < .001. Fit indices revealed a bad fit to the data, x*>_sb(87) = 2122.19, p
<.001 RMSEA_sb = .10, CFI_sb = .74, SRMR = .19.

Model II, estimating the mediation effect of parental burnout in the relation between
SES and both parental neglect and violence, showed that low-SES parents reported higher
levels of parental burnout and that in turn, parental burnout was associated with both higher
parental neglect and parental violence. When the effect of parental burnout on parental
neglect and parental violence and the effects of the confounding variables were controlled for,
SES was no longer associated with parental neglect but did show a negative relation to
parental violence (i.e., low-SES parents reported /ower parental violence than middle-to-high-
SES parents). The full results of the direct, indirect and total effects of Model II are presented

in Table 3. The results of the structural part of Model II are presented in Figure 2. With regard
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to the measurement part of Model II, the coefficients ranged from .83 to .94 for parental
burnout, from .57 to .79 for parental neglect and from .46 to .77 for parental violence, all
coefficients being significant at p < .001. Fit indices for Model II revealed a better fit to the
data than Model I, x*_sb(75) = 697.53, p < .001 RMSEA_sb = .06, CFI_sb = 91, SRMR =
05. And the fit indices for alternative Model II reversing the direction of causality, showed a
bad fit to the data, y>_sb(75) = 1565.72, p < 001 RMSEA_sb = .08, CFI_sb = .87, SRMR =
05.

Model 11, estimating the mediation effect of BR? in the relation between SES and
parental burnout, and the mediation effect of parental burnout in the relation between the BR?
and both parental neglect and parental violence, showed that low-SES parents reported lower
BR? (i.e., poorer balance between risks and resources); this in turn was associated with an
increase in parental burnout, which was in turn related to an increase in both parental neglect
and parental violence. When the effect of BR* and the effects of the confounding variables
were controlled for, poverty was no longer associated with parental neglect but did still show
a positive relation to parental burnout and a negative relation to parental violence. When the
effect of parental burnout and the effects of the confounding variables were controlled for,
BR? was no longer associated with parental neglect or parental violence. The full results of
the direct, indirect and total effects of Model III are presented in Table 4. The results of the
structural part of Model III are presented in Figure 3. With regard to the measurement part of
Model 111, the coefficients ranged from .83 to .94 for parental burnout, from .57 to .79 for
parental neglect and from .45 to .77 for parental violence, all coefficients being significant at
p < .001. Fit indices for Model 3 revealed a similar fit to the data fit to the data than Model 2,
¥2_sb(82) = 760.70, p < .001 RMSEA_sb = .06, CFI_sb = .91, SRMR = .05. And the fit
indices for alternative Model III reversing the direction of causality, showed a bad fit to the

data, x*_sb(75) = 1609.50, p < .001 RMSEA_sb = .07, CFI_sb = .88, SRMR = .11.
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Insert Table 2 and Figures 1, 2, and 3 about here

In sum, the results provide little support for the direct effect of poverty on parental
burnout, parental neglect and parental violence (Model I). Rather, our results show that either
Model 2 or Model 3 should be preferred. They confirm the mediating role of the BR? in the
relation between poverty and parental burnout (Model III), and the mediating role of parental
burnout between poverty and parental neglect and parental violence (Model II and Model III),
and between BR? and parental neglect and violence (Model III).

Discussion

The objective of this study was to explain how low SES can lead to child
maltreatment, i.e. parental neglect and violence. We postulated a double mediation to explain
this relationship, namely that low SES increased the imbalance between the parent's risk and
resource factors, and that this imbalance in turn increased parental burnout, which itself
increased parental neglect and violence. To test our hypotheses, we compared three models.
The results indicate that Model I, which tested a direct link between low SES and the four
variables of interest, i.e., risk/resource imbalance, parental burnout, parental neglect, and
parental violence, did not accurately represent the relationships observed in the sample. On
the other hand, the results of Model II, testing the mediating effect of parental burnout
between low SES and parental neglect and violence, and those of Model I1I, testing the
double mediation via risk/resource imbalance and parental burnout, are in agreement with our
hypotheses.

For reasons of parsimony, Model II should be preferred. This model suggests that low
SES increases the risk of becoming exhausted in the parental role, which leads the parent to
adopt more abusive behaviors towards his or her children. Although less parsimonious, Model
IIT has the advantage of providing perspectives in terms of support for low-SES parents. It

suggests that the risk of parental burnout in low-SES parents could be linked to a chronic

20



imbalance between the stressors that these parents face and the resources they have to cope
with. A rebalancing between stressors and resources could reduce parental burnout and
consequently reduce the risk of child maltreatment.

Another argument in favor of Model IlI is that it draws attention to the presence of
both risks and resources among parents in precarious situations. These parents are often
stigmatized as taking risks themselves and putting their children at risk. However, these
parents are also very resourceful and creative in finding solutions and seeking formal and
informal resources to survive. Raising children in precarious situations requires resilience and
creativity. Many parents demonstrate skills that enable them to limit the impact of poverty on
their children, reduce their suffering, and provide them with opportunities for physical,
cognitive, social, and emotional development. For example, some of them give their children
the opportunity to develop in enriched developmental niches such as childcare centers from
the early age or they delegate the responsibilities they cannot assume (e.g., doing homework
with the child) to either formal services like homework schools or informal support like other
caregivers in the social network.

An additional argument in favor of Model III can still be offered. van Ijzendoorn et al.
(2020) suggested that poverty should be addressed to reduce the risk of child maltreatment.
The results of our study align with this recommendation and complement it by highlighting
the breadth of risks and resources considered in the parental balance. Combating poverty is a
general recommendation that actually implies addressing very diverse needs such as
addressing professional qualification gaps, offering training and socio-professional integration
opportunities, stabilizing employment to ensure regular income to meet regular expenses (i.e.
paying for the essentials), but also surrounding families with psychological care. Reducing

risks and increasing personal resources in parent-child relationships and in marital and co-
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parental interactions stabilizes and pacifies families, thereby reducing the risk of child
maltreatment.

Regarding the observed relationships between the variables, the positive link between
low-SES and violence is not significant in Model I, and becomes negative in Models II and III
when mediation effects are taken into account. These results suggest first that the risk of child
maltreatment by low-SES parents is more a risk of neglect than a risk of violence. When
parents are in a survival situation, it becomes difficult or impossible for them to focus on the
emotional, educational and physical needs of the child. More than a voluntary act on the part
of parents, neglect is the consequence of exhaustion that can go beyond the sole context of
parenthood and extend more generally to all life contexts. Measuring exhaustion in the
context of parenthood alone is a limitation of this study, to which we will return later.

Second, the lack of association between low SES and violence can be considered as
surprising because higher prevalence of physical violence in low-SES families was pointed
out in the literature (e.g. Trickett et al., 1991). However, an important difference appears
between research like the Harvard Child Maltreatment Project (Cicchetti et al., 1987) or the
NIMH (Trickett et al., 1980) where the participants recruited were children aged 1 to 11 years
who had been abused (i.e., physical (perpetrated by a resident parent or not), sexual, neglect,
emotional abuse), and who had been referred to welfare services for this reason. In contrast,
in our research, participants were parents recruited from the community. And their inclusion
in the two groups compared was done on the basis of SES and not on the basis of the presence
(or absence) of violence or neglect towards the offspring. Since both the inclusion and the
categorization were based on their SES level rather than on the presence of abuse, our
research recruits many SES families in which there is no neglect or violence.

The observed relationships between variables also suggest that the absolute

relationship between economic insecurity and all other variables is weak, i.e., between .02
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(for parental violence in Model I), and .12 (for neglect in Model I and for risk/resource
balance in Model I and Model I1I). These values are lower than those observed for the
relationships between parental burnout and neglect and violence, i.e., .57 to .69 in Model II
and Model III, and between risk/resource balance and parental burnout, i.e., -.23 in Model III.
These results suggest that low SES is not the only explanation, and certainly not the most
important explanation, of parental burnout, risk/resource imbalance in parenting, and child
neglect or violence. There are many other situations in which mothers and fathers suffer in
their parental role and maltreat their children. Furthermore, these results show that there are
also risks of parental burnout, risk/resource imbalance, and child neglect and violence in
families with a high SES. Neglect can take different forms in these families, due in particular
to the greater difficulty in reconciling professional careers and parental responsibilities. This
can, for example, lead to parents failing to give enough time to their children and their needs.

Our study has interesting implications. It suggests that we should continue to
investigate the true reasons why some parents are neglectful or violent toward their offspring.
Our results show that SES itself is not the best explanation, even though there has long been
some consensus that the prevalence of abuse is higher in lower-SES families (Trickett et al.,
1991). We showed that parental burnout is a more convincing explanation than SES, and we
also showed that the relation between SES and the level of parental burnout is weak. Thus,
this study contributes to destigmatizing low-SES families as regards the issue of child
maltreatment, and to positioning this issue in a broader context of parental suffering and
exhaustion that can affect all families.

This is consistent with the fact that there is no evidence that SES moderates the
effectiveness of evidence-based treatments to reduce parental burnout and its consequences
(i.e., parental neglect and violence) (Brianda et al., 2020), suggesting that there is no need for

a specific intervention format for low SES parents. As with other parents, the goal is to
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rebalance the balance, in particular to decrease the effect of stressors and increase resources,
whatever the nature of the stressors and resources for each parent. One element specific to
low-SES parents must however be outlined, that is the accessibility of psychological
treatments due to their financial cost. It is actually important to have evidence-based
treatments for parental burnout, but all exhausted parents should be able to benefit from them
regardless of their socio-economic level. This is a major societal challenge.

Limitations and Future Perspectives

Despite its rigor and the conclusions that can be drawn, our study is not without
limitations. First, some parents in very precarious economic situations were unable to access
the survey. Because of the digital divide and the fact that some parents do not have the
capacity to respond in writing to a 30-minute questionnaire, it seems clear that we were
unable to reach a portion of the population that this research was intended to reach.

Second, the way in which low-SES vs. middle-to-high-SES were defined and
operationalized in the current study, can still be debated. The net monthly income criterion is
one element among others in a complex reality. Indeed, low vs. high SES is a
multidimensional concept that covers financial, informational, situational, intellectual and
other aspects. We did not have complete information about the participants' profile on all
these aspects. Rather than focusing exclusively on monthly net income, we chose to take into
account the participants' response to the question of whether they consider themselves to be in
a precarious situation or not. This choice was made in agreement with the experts of the
Belgian mutual health insurance company who collaborated in the data collection. Whatever
the monthly income, a parent can be in a (very) precarious situation because he/she has to
face high health care costs (for himself/herself, one or more of his/her children, his/her spouse
or partner, his/her own elderly parents), in particular for diseases for which treatment is not

(or only minimally) supported by health insurance, because of the number of people in the
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household, or because he/she bares high costs for housing, debts, and so on. We also took into
account the level of education (proxy of intellectual precariousness) in the models, either by
controlling for the effect of this variable or in the group matching procedure. Because of these
two first limitations, that is, the access to the survey and the inclusion criteria in the low vs.
middle-high SES groups, our results should be interpreted without generalizing the findings
beyond the sample that participated in the study.

Third, we do not have information about the family history of the parents. Some of
them come from families where economic insecurity has been present for several generations.
Other families are, on the contrary, newly precarious. It may be that parents for whom
economic insecurity is more recent are more exhausted than those who have seen their own
parents and grandparents struggle for survival, housing, or food. The latter may rely on
coping strategies already used by previous generations.

Fourth, we controlled for the effect of socio-demographic variables (confounding
variables) such as single parenthood, but other factors also associated with poverty and child
maltreatment, such as alcohol and drug use, were not controlled for in the research. Fifth, this
study was limited to measuring burnout in the parental sphere only. This choice stemmed
from our hypotheses and the fact that parental burnout is the form of burnout most related to
neglect and violence (Mikolajczak et al., 2020; Szczygiet et al., 2020). Many low-SES parents
are also unemployed. Future studies could include a general measure of "context-free"
burnout. Struggling to survive may be a cause of general exhaustion, and this exhaustion
could lead to child maltreatment.

Fifth, we considered parental gender as a binary variable. In this study, we were
actually interested in the role of the parent rather than the biological sex of the parent.
However, just as not all individuals see themselves as male or female, not all parents see

themselves as fitting into a mother or father role. Some parents may consider themselves to be
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a parent rather than a mother or father. Future studies should consider parental gender in a
more complex and nuanced way.

Sixth, the data used in this study are cross-sectional. Although there is research and
previous theory to support the direction of the cross-sectional mediations, we cannot consider
that the results are causal. And we cannot overlook the fact that the cross-sectional
approaches to mediation may generate biases (Maxwell & Cole, 2007; O'Laughlin et al.,
2018).

Finally, because this is an online survey with only closed-ended questions, we did not
learn about parents' representations and beliefs about child neglect and violence. For example,
we considered that not helping a child with homework when he or she needs it is a form of
educational neglect. For some parents in precarious situations, however, the absence of
educational support may not constitute neglect, but rather normal behavior in a context where
either the parent is not able to provide this type of support to the child, or the parent is focused
on more basic priorities such as finding food for the family. While quantitative studies using
anonymous questionnaires are useful, they need to be complemented by more inductive

qualitative studies that shed more light on the experiences of low-SES parents.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Sociodemographic Characteristics, Parental Burnout,
Balance Between Risks and Resource (BR?), Neglect and Violence in the Pooled Sample and
in the two SES Subgroups (Standard Deviations are in Parentheses)

Pooled sample Middle-to-high Low-SES
SES
N=3429 n=1,767
n=1,662

Sex (% mothers) 84.19 81.89, 86.36,

Age 43.14 (8.17) 43.15 (7.60) 43.13 (8.68)

Number of Children 1.90 (.93) 2.04 (0.95), 1.78 (0.90),

Age of the Child(ren) 11.22 (5.93) 10.90 (5.91) 11.52 (5.93)

Family Types (%)

Two-parent family 41.56 65.70, 18.85;
Single-parent family 45.84 1847, 71.59,
Step-family 942 11.25, 7.70p
Two same-sex parents 3.18 4.99 1.87

Educational Level (%)

Secondary level 33.48 16.79, 49.18,
University or college 30.80 30.75 30.84
Master’s degree 27.62 39.23, 16.69,
PhD or MBA degree 8.11 13.24, 3.28,

Working Status (%)

Not in paid work 2531 10.77, 38.99,
Part-time job 31.06 35.38, 26.99,
Full-time job 43.63 53.85, 3401,

Net monthly household incomes (€)

(%) 49.77 0.00, 89.79
<2500 27.72 50.94, 9.04,
2500-3999 1491 32.08, 1.11,
4000-5499 5.50 12.26, 0.064
5500-7000 2.10 4.72, 0.00,
>7000

Parental Burnout 19.84 (46) 19.53 (.60) 20.13 (.68)

BR? (z score) 29 (.04) 24 (.03), -05(.02),

Parental Neglect 1.52 (.02) 1.45 (.02), 1.61 (.03),

Parental Violence 1.55 (.02) 1.57 (.02) 1.54 (.03)

Note. Means with different subscripts differ at the p = .05 level.
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Table 2. Estimates of Associations in Model |

Estimate (SD) z-stat (p) CI
Low-SES—>BR? -12 (.02) -6.27 (<.001) -.16,-.09
Number of children>BR? 00 (.02) 27 (.788) -03, .04
Sex—>BR? -03 (.02) -1.56 (.119) -07, .01
Family types—>BR? 03 (.02) 1.85 (.064) .00, .07
Educational level > BR? 04 (.02) 2.01 (.045) .00, .08
Working status—=>BR? 02 (.02) 1.01 (311) -02, .38
Low-SES->PB 05 (.02) 2.71 (.007) 01, .09
Number of children-> PB 06 (.02) 3.88 (<.001) 03, .09
Sex>PB 08 (.02) 4.77 (<.001) 05,.11
Family types>PB -03 (.02) -1.93 (.053) -.06, .00
Educational level > PB 13 (.02) 6.77 (<.001) 09, .17
Working status>PB -04 (.02) -1.92 (.055) -07,.00
Low-SES->PN 12 (.02) 4.78 (<.001) 07, .17
Number of children>PN 06 (.02) 2.55(011) 01, .11
Sex>PN -06 (.03) -2.16 (.031) -.12,-01
Family types>PN 00 (.02) 02 (.983) -04, .04
Educational level >PN 01 (.03) .16 (.872) -05,.07
Working status>PN -.00 (.03) -.08 (.936) -.06, .07
Low-SES->PV 02 (.03) 92 (.356) -03, 08
Number of children>PV 04 (.02) 1.51 (.132) -01, .08
Sex>PV 04 (.02) 1.86 (.063) -.00, .09
Family types>PV -04 (.02) -1.86 (.063) -08, .00
Educational level 2PV -04 (.03) -1.37 (.171) -09, .02
Working status>PV 01 (.03) 25 (.805) -.05, .06

Note. var X = var Y = effect of variable X on variable Y; BR2 = Balance between Risks and Resource; PB =
Parental Burnout; PN = Parental Neglect; PV = Parental Violence; Estimate = standardized estimate; CI = 95%
confidence interval.
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Table 3. Direct, Indirect and Total Effects in Model 11

Direct effect Indirect effect Total effect
Estimate z-stat (p) Estimate z-stat (p) Estimate z-stat (p)
Low-SES->PB 05 2.71 (.007) - - 05 2.71 (.007)
Number of children-> PB 06 3.83 (<.001) - - 06 3.83 (<.001)
Sex>PB 08 4.63 (<.001) - - 08 4.63 (<.001)
Family types=>PB -.03 -1.89 (.058) - - -.03 -1.89 (.058)
Educational level >PB 13 6.72 (<.001) - - 13 6.72 (<.001)
Working status=>PB -04 -1.91 (.056) - - -04 -1.91 (.056)
PB->PN S8 15.46 (<.001) - - S8 15.46 (<.001)
Low-SES->PN 03 1.46 (.145) 03 2.64 (.008) 06 2.60 (.009)
Number of children>PN 01 0.45 (.650) 04 3.73 (<.001) 05 2.05 (.041)
Sex>PN -12 -4.73 (<.001) 04 451 (<.001) -08 -2.83 (.005)
Family types>PN 02 0.88 (.378) -02 -1.89 (.058) -.00 -0.06 (.954)
Educational level > PN -.05 -1.64 (.101) 07 6.18 (<.001) 03 0.95 (.345)
Working status>PN 03 1.17 (241) -02 -1.90 (.057) 01 0.29 (.774)
PB->PV .69 17.91 (<.001) - - .69 1791 (<.001)
Low-SES->PV -09 -3.73 (<.001) 04 2.72 (.006) -06 -2.02 (.043)
Number of children>PV 02 1.00 (.319) 04 3.72 (<.001) 07 2.64 (.008)
Sex>PV -02 -01 (.364) 05 443 (<.001) 03 1.36 (.173)
Family types>PV -04 -1.83 (.067) -02 -1.88 (.061) -06 -2.59 (.010)
Educational level 2PV -04 -1.66 (.097) 09 6.36 (<.001) 05 1.74 (.082)
Working status>PV 05 2.31(.021) -02 -1.91 (.056) 03 1.13 (.260)

Note. var X - var Y = effect of variable X on variable Y; PB = Parental Burnout; PN = Parental Neglect; PV =
Parental Violence; Estimate = standardized estimate.
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Table 4. Direct, Indirect and Total Effects in Model 111

Direct effect Indirect effect Total effect
Estimate z-stat (p) Estimate z-stat (p) Estimate z-stat (p)

Low-SES->BR? -.12 -6.27 (<.001) - - -.12 -6.27 (<.001)
Number of children-> BR? 00 0.27 (.788) - - 00 0.27 (.788)
Sex>BR? -03 -1.56 (.118) - - -03 -1.56 (.118)
Family types—>BR2 03 1.86 (.063) - - 03 1.86 (.063)
Educational level >BR? 04 2.01 (.045) - - 04 2.01 (.045)
Working status>BR2 02 1.01 (.312) - - 02 1.01 (.312)
BRR-> PB -23 -11.90 (<.001) - - -23 -11.90 (<.001)
Low-SES->PB 03 1.31 (.191) 03 542 (<.001) 05 2.71 (.007)
Number of children—> PB 07 3.95 (<.001) -00 -0.27 (.788) 06 3.83 (<.001)
Sex>PB 07 4.29 (<.001) 01 1.53 (.126) 08 4.62 (<.001)
Family types>PB -02 -1.43 (.151) -01 -1.82 (.069) -03 -1.89 (.058)
Educational level >PB .14 7.29 (<.001) -01 -1.97 (.049) 13 6.72 (<.001)
Working status>PB -03 -1.72 (.086) -00 -1.01 (311) -04 28 (.056)
BR2->PN -01 -0.43 (.664) -.13 -8.85 (<.001) -.14 -5.65 (<.001)
PB->PN 57 13.37 (<.001) - - 57 13.37 (<.001)
Low-SES>PN 03 1.44 (.150) 03 2.74 (.006) 07 2.64 (.008)
Number of children>PN 01 0.49 (.623) 04 3.67 (<.001) 05 2.06 (.039)
Sex>PN -.12 -4.71 (<.001) 04 4.51 (<.001) -08 -2.83 (.005)
Family types>PN 02 0.90 (.369) -02 -1.93 (.054) -00 -0.05 (.962)
Educational level >PN -05 -1.63 (.104) 07 5.78 (<.001) 03 0.91 (.364)
Working status>PN 03 1.16 (.246) -02 -1.91 (.056) 01 0.28 (.780)
BR2>PV -03 -1.19 (.235) -.16 -9.74 (<.001) -.19 -6.17 (<.001)
PB>PV 68 16.66 (<.001) - - 68 16.66 (<.001)
Low-SES->PV -.10 -3.73 (<.001) 04 3.00 (.003) -06 -2.01 (.045)
Number of children>PV 03 1.08 (.280) 04 3.66 (<.001) 07 2.68 (.007)
Sex>PV -02 -0.87 (.385) 05 446 (<.001) 03 1.37 (.169)
Family types>PV -04 -1.79 (.074) -02 -1.96 (.050) -06 -2.59 (.010)
Educational level >PV -04 -1.55 (.120) 09 6.04 (<.001) 05 1.68 (.092)
Working status>PV 05 2.29 (.022) -02 -1.94 (.053) 03 1.11 (.265)

Note. var X = var Y = effect of variable X on variable Y; BR2 = Balance Between Risks and Resource; PB =
Parental Burnout; PN = Parental Neglect; PV = Parental Violence; Estimate = standardized estimate.
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Figure 1.

Model I, Testing the Effect of SES on Balance Between Risks and Resource (BR2), Parental Burnout, Parental Neglect and Parental Violence
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Note. Significant paths are in bold. Non-significant paths are in gray.
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Figure 2.

Model II, Testing the Mediation Effect of Parental Burnout in the Relation between SES and Parental Neglect and Parental Violence
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Note. Significant paths are in bold. Non-significant paths are in gray.
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Figure 3.

Model 111, Testing the Mediation Effect of Balance Between Risks and Resource (BR2) in the Relation between SES and Parental Burnout, and
the Mediation Effect of Parental Burnout in the Relation between Parental Neglect and Parental Violence
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Note. Significant paths are in bold. Non-significant paths are in gray.
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