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T he present study aimed at exploring the relationship between parenting stress and children’s problematic behaviour
in the families of 99 children aged 8–11 years. Parenting stress was assessed by parents, using the Parenting Stress

Index, and children’s problematic behaviour was assessed by teachers, using the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire.
A moderation regression analysis showed a conditioning effect of paternal parenting stress in the relationship between
maternal parenting stress and children’s problematic behaviour. In the presence of high levels of paternal parenting
stress, the relationship between maternal parenting stress and children’s problematic behaviour was significant and strong
(p= .01). When paternal parenting stress levels were low, the relationship between maternal parenting stress and children’s
problematic behaviour was not significant (p = .49). The results underlined that paternal parenting stress may buffer the
relationship between maternal parenting stress and children’s problematic behaviour. Clinical implications are discussed.
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Parenting stress has been defined as a psychological
burden resulting from parents’ perceived discrepancy
between their needs related to parenting and their own
parental resources (Deater-Deckard & Panneton, 2017).
It arises in response to the difficulties of being a par-
ent and is directed towards the self and the child. Par-
enting stress may negatively affect children’s outcomes,
both directly and indirectly (Crnic & Ross, 2017). In par-
ticular, research suggests that high levels of parenting
stress may negatively influence parents’ perceptions of
and responses to their children, affecting children’s skills
development (Costa et al., 2006).

Most research in this area has focused on the impact
of maternal parenting stress on children, finding maternal
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parenting to be a major predictor of children’s well-being.
In contrast, a meta-analysis revealed that few studies
have investigated the role of fathers in the relationship
between parenting stress and children’s outcomes (Pin-
quart, 2017). The greater attention paid to mothers in
the literature may be explained by their primary care-
giving responsibilities, relative to fathers. However, in
recent years, the increase in dual earner families and
greater egalitarianism in parental roles have made fathers
more involved in children’s lives. Recent studies have
shown that stress affects paternal warmth and the qual-
ity of father–child interactions (Deater-Deckard & Pan-
neton, 2017). In fact, paternal parenting stress has been
found to be associated with less involvement from fathers,
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with long-term adverse effects for children, lasting into
adulthood (Wilson & Durbin, 2010). Despite the continu-
ous expansion of research on parenthood, little is known
about the effect of the possible interaction between mater-
nal and paternal parenting stress on children’s problem-
atic behaviour. This is because much of the literature
presents comparative studies on the influence of mater-
nal versus paternal parenting stress on children’s devel-
opment, analysing mothers and fathers in separate models
(Crnic & Ross, 2017).

According to family systems theory (Cox &
Paley, 2003), the mother, the father and the child
constitute a family system, with each member exert-
ing a reciprocal influence. The implication of this is
that, when considered in isolation, parents’ behaviours
cannot be fully understood. To date, most research on
parenting stress and children’s problematic behaviour
has focused on the association between paternal involve-
ment and maternal distress. For example, Kim and
Park (2017) found that the parenting participation of
fathers moderated the effects of maternal parenting stress
on children’s depression and anxiety. These results are
aligned with other findings underlining the protective
role of fathers on children’s psychosocial adjustment.
Specifically, the involvement of fathers may moderate the
mother–child relation, reducing the damaging effects of
maternal parenting behaviour on children’s well-being in
high-risk situations, including those involving maternal
depression, maternal distress during stressful conditions
(Vakrat et al., 2018) and maternal rejection (Papadaki &
Giovazolias, 2013).

Based on the aforementioned studies and the theo-
retical model suggested by Goodman and Gotlib (1999)
analysing the interaction effects of maternal and pater-
nal parenting stress on children, in the current research,
we considered fathers as a moderating variable. Accord-
ing to Goodman and Gotlib (1999), the degree of depres-
sive symptoms in fathers may moderate the relationship
between depressive symptoms in mothers and children.
In particular, the authors hypothesised that healthy fathers
may buffer the effects of maternal depressive symptoms
on children by: (a) serving as a healthy role model; (b)
providing necessary care; or (c) supporting depressed
mothers in their caregiving tasks.

To our knowledge, the present study was the first to
explore the moderating effect of paternal parenting stress
in the relationship between maternal parenting stress and
children’s problematic behaviour (as reported by teach-
ers).

Aim and hypotheses

Starting from the above considerations, in accordance
with family system theory (Cox & Paley, 2003) we
aimed at investigating whether fathers might moderate

the mother–child relation, even in situations of parenting
stress. In doing so, we sought to explore the relationship
between parenting stress and children’s difficulties in a
triadic perspective, considering both maternal and pater-
nal parenting stress through a multi-informant approach
integrating the perspectives of both parents and teach-
ers. We expected paternal parenting stress to moderate the
relationship between maternal parenting stress and chil-
dren’s problematic behaviour, after controlling for chil-
dren’s age and gender. Specifically, we expected that low
levels of paternal parenting stress would buffer the rela-
tionship between maternal parenting stress and children’s
problematic behaviour, in line with the findings of Kim
and Park (2017).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and procedure

An a priori power analysis was conducted to determine
the necessary sample size, with alpha fixed to .05 and
power to .80. A small effect size was hypothesised
(r = .20). The power analysis resulted in a required
sample size of 194 individuals. The present study
involved 99 mothers, 99 fathers and eight teachers of
99 children aged 8–11 years (Mage = 9.45; SDage = 0.6;
46 girls, 46.5%). Questionnaires were administered
to mothers (Mage = 40.90; SDage = 4.88; age range:
28–55 years), fathers (Mage = 44.30; SDage = 5.25; age
range: 28–57 years) and each child’s main teacher (the
teacher who spent the most hours with the child). Par-
ents had a medium-high level of education: 46% of the
mothers and 29% of the fathers had a university degree
and 36.2% of the mothers and 47.3% of the fathers had a
high school qualification. Parents belonged to the Italian
middle socio-economic status.

Parents independently completed measures of parent-
ing stress, while teachers evaluated children’s problematic
behaviours. All participants were recruited from public
schools based in central Italy, and written consent from all
participants was collected prior to the data collection. The
study procedure was fully compliant with APA standards,
the Declaration of Helsinki, and the Ethics Code of the
Italian Board of Psychology—the regulatory authority
that determines the national research guidelines. Informed
consent was obtained from all participants.

Measures

Parenting stress

The short form of the Parenting Stress Index
(Abidin, 1995), comprised of 36 items, was used to
assess parents’ stress levels. For this measure, parents
rate each item on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from
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TABLE 1
Intercorrelations

1 2 3 4 M SD

1. Gender (0 = female; 1 = male) 1
2. Maternal parenting stress −.02 1 52.61 11.13
3. Paternal parenting stress −.07 .42** 1 53.69 12.74
4. Children’s problematic behaviour .34** .26* .31** 1 5.44 5.30

∗p< .05. ∗∗p < .01.

1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). Items are
designed to determine parents’ perceived level of anxiety
in interaction with their children (sample item: “My
child rarely does things for me that make me feel very
good”) and parental stress related to their children’s
temperament and behaviour (sample item: “My child
makes more demands on me than most children”). In
the present study, we used the mother’s total score of
parenting stress and father’s total score of parenting
stress, which showed good reliability (Cronbach’s alphas
of .83 and .89, respectively). Both scores were calculated
by subtracting mothers’ and fathers’ scores (respectively)
on the Defence Response subscale, which evaluates the
tendency to minimise problems related to stress in the
parent–child relationship, from the total score.

Children’s problematic behaviour

The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire—teacher
version (Goodman, 1997), which evaluates teachers’ per-
ceptions of students’ behaviours, was used to assess
children’s mental health (sample items: “Many worries,
often he/she seems worried”; “Often he/she has temper
tantrums or hot tempers”). Each of the 25 items is rated
on a 3-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (not true) to 3
(completely true). In the present study, the total score of
child problematic behaviours (calculated by adding the
Emotional Symptoms, Conduct Problems, Hyperactiv-
ity/Inattention and Peer Relationship Problems subscale
scores), produced a Cronbach’s alpha of .86.

Socio-demographic data

Socio-demographic information (e.g., age and gender)
for children and parents was collected.

Data analysis

Correlations among variables were determined. Subse-
quently, a moderation regression analysis was run to test
whether paternal parenting stress moderated the relation
between maternal parenting stress and children’s prob-
lematic behaviour. All variables were standardised in
advance (in the form of z-scores) to determine a com-
plete standardised solution. The standardised scores of

maternal and paternal parenting stress were multiplied
to form the interaction term. The moderation effect was
tested using hierarchical regression analysis. First, chil-
dren’s gender and age were included as covariates. Sec-
ond, the criterion was regressed on maternal and paternal
parenting stress. Finally, the interaction term was included
in the regression equation.

RESULTS

Table 1 reports the intercorrelations among variables and
descriptives.

Regarding the moderation analysis, a hierarchical
regression analysis was conducted following the pre-
viously described procedure. In the first step, age and
gender were entered as covariates, accounting for 11.6%
of the variance, R = .34, p = .003. Only gender emerged
as a significant predictor, with boys showing more prob-
lematic behaviour than girls, as reported by teachers. In
the second step, maternal and paternal parenting stress
were added to the equation and found to account for
24.4% of the variance, R = .49, contributing a significant
increment of 12.8% to the explained variance, ΔF(2,
94) = 7.97, p = .001. Only paternal parenting stress
emerged as a significant predictor of children’s prob-
lematic behaviour. Finally, the interaction term between
maternal and paternal parenting stress was added to the
model and found to contribute a further significant 3.7%
to the explained variance, ΔF(1, 93) = 4.81, p = .031.
The final model explained 28.1% of the variance, R = .53,
p = .031. Table 2 reports the full statistics. The interaction
term between maternal and paternal parenting stress was
significant, suggesting a conditioning effect of paternal
parenting stress.

To interpret the direction of the interaction, a simple
slope analysis was conducted by plotting the predicted
values of children’s problematic behaviour as a function
of maternal parenting stress and two levels of paternal
parenting stress (see Figure 1): low (i.e., 1 SD below
the mean) and high (i.e., 1 SD above the mean). When
paternal parenting stress levels were high, there was a
significant positive relationship between maternal parent-
ing stress and children’s problematic behaviour, B = .33,
SE = .13, t = 2.49, p= .01. In contrast, when paternal
parenting stress levels were low, the relationship between
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TABLE 2
Moderation analysis (Step 3)

Children’s problematic behaviour

Predictor B SE

Gender (0 = female; 1 = male) .70*** .18
Age −.03 .09
Maternal parenting stress .11 .10
Paternal parenting stress .27* .09
Maternal parenting stress× paternal

parenting stress
.21* .09

Total R2
.28*

*p< .05. **p< .01. ***p< .001.

Figure 1. Slope analysis.

maternal parenting stress and children’s problematic
behaviour was not significant, B = −.11, SE = .16, t = −
.69, p= 0.49. Therefore, low paternal parenting stress
emerged as a protective factor in the relationship between
maternal parenting stress and children’s problematic
behaviour.

DISCUSSION

Parenting stress may represent an important envi-
ronmental risk factor with several adverse outcomes,
including less effective parenting (Crnic & Ross, 2017)
and increased child problematic behaviours (Neece
et al., 2012). However, few studies have considered
parenting stress levels in both parents to understand
how they might interact (Pinquart, 2017). In line with
Pinquart’s (2017) theory that the effects of one parent’s
psychological problems on children might be com-
pensated for by the behaviour of the other parent, we
aimed at exploring the relationship between maternal
and paternal parenting stress and children’s difficulties in
a triadic perspective, using a multi-informant approach
integrating the perspectives of both parents and teach-
ers. The results showed that teachers reported boys to
show more problematic behaviours than girls, in line
with prior findings that male children are more likely to
present externalising behaviours and problematic conduct

(Boeldt et al., 2012). The present results did not find any
age difference in children’s behavioural difficulties,
consistent with the results of a recent meta-analysis (De
Los Reyes et al., 2015) showing that gender—but not
age—affects raters’ assessments of behaviour problems
in younger and older children.

Also consistent with prior research (Lee et al., 2018),
the present study found a correlation between parent-
ing stress and children’s problematic behaviour. Specif-
ically, the hierarchical regression analysis demonstrated
that paternal parenting stress—but not maternal par-
enting stress—was significantly related to children’s
behavioural difficulties. This result is inconsistent with
prior studies finding that the mother, compared to the
father, represents the strongest predictor of children’s
behavioural manifestations (Pinquart, 2017). A possible
interpretation of this result may refer to the age of the
children in the present sample. Younger children (i.e.,
preschool-age) tend to spend more time with the mother
than the father; thus, the mother is often the main ref-
erence figure at this age. However, in the case of older
children (i.e., school-age), fathers are often more engaged
in caregiving and play, because they may be more strongly
identified with their paternal role. Thus, it is possible that
school-age children may elicit their father’s parental iden-
tity, influencing the quality of the father–child interac-
tion. Nevertheless, the present findings are in line with
prior studies showing that, in the case of older chil-
dren, paternal parenting stress (but not maternal parenting
stress) is significantly related to children’s development
(Harewood et al., 2017). However, among the studies that
have explored the associations between paternal parenting
stress and child behaviours, only few have also included
maternal parenting stress.

The innovative finding of the present study is that
paternal parenting stress appeared to moderate the rela-
tionship between maternal parenting stress and children’s
problematic behaviour, suggesting a possible buffering
effect of low levels of paternal parenting stress. When
paternal parenting stress levels were high, there was a
significant positive and strong association between mater-
nal parenting stress and children’s problematic behaviour.
Overall, these findings suggest that low paternal parenting
stress may play a protective role for children’s adjust-
ment in the presence of high levels of maternal parenting
stress. To our knowledge, no prior research has explored
the moderating effect of paternal parenting stress; thus, a
comparison of the present results with previous studies is
difficult. Nevertheless, the results accord with the existing
literature suggesting a strong relationship between mater-
nal and paternal psychopathology, emphasising fathers’
role as a moderator in the mother–child relationship. For
example, Gere et al. (2013) found that the strength of
the relationship between depressive symptoms in moth-
ers and children depended on the level of paternal symp-
toms. In addition, the present findings align with those of
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a recent study highlighting that fathers’ involvement in
childcare represents a protective factor in the relationship
between maternal parenting stress and children’s anxiety
and depression (Kim & Park, 2017).

The current study comprises a meaningful contribu-
tion to the body of knowledge on the possible role of low
paternal parenting stress on family well-being. Paternal
parenting stress is associated with children’s well-being
both directly and indirectly, providing an important mod-
erating and buffering effect on maternal parenting stress.
The present findings did not enable a conclusion to be
drawn with respect to the processes underlying this asso-
ciation. However, following Gere et al. (2013), several
explanations may be proposed: (a) the father may provide
a positive role model alternative to the maternal one; (b)
he may supply necessary childcare; or (c) he may pro-
vide a support function for the distressed mother. As the
existing data do not point conclusively to an explana-
tion, future research should investigate the mechanisms
through which paternal mental health might influence the
mother–child relationship, also considering other vari-
ables that might interact with paternal parenting stress, in
order to develop and implement more focused interven-
tions.

The relationship between child adjustment and
parental stress may differ on the basis of child, parent
and contextual characteristics. This may be considered a
limitation of our study, and thus future research should
explore the associations between parenting stress and
children’s problematic behaviour, controlling for these
factors. Three other limitations of the present research
are important to note. First, the small sample size may
have reduced the generalisability of the findings. Sec-
ond, the cross-sectional nature of the study prevented
causal conclusions to be drawn with respect to the rela-
tionships between variables. Finally, the assessment of
parenting stress was based exclusively on self-report
questionnaires, which may have been affected by a
social desirability bias. However, we were interested in
measuring each parent’s perception of his/her levels of
parenting stress, and the best way to measure this variable
was through self-report, consistent with the methodology
used in previous studies (e.g., Morelli et al., 2020).

Despite these limitations, the current research con-
tributes to our knowledge of the relation between par-
enting distress (as reported by parents) and children’s
problematic behaviour (as assessed by teachers, who rep-
resent important informants of children’s well-being at
school—a very significant context in child development).
In particular, the multi-informant approach represented a
key strength of the study. Moreover, the findings may have
relevant clinical implications. Clinicians and educators
should adopt a systemic approach when managing chil-
dren’s problematic behaviour, addressing the parenting
stress of both parents. If the entire family—and specif-
ically fathers—are not involved in the intervention, the

level of stress within the family will likely remain high,
potentially resulting in negative outcomes for children.
The present findings suggest that reducing paternal par-
enting stress might result in increasing fathers’ support
for mothers. In a family-centred approach (reflecting the
father–mother–child triadic interaction), healthcare pro-
fessionals should consider the influence of both mothers
and fathers and address both parents’ stress management
skills. Additionally, mindfulness interventions for parents
could be considered, with the aim of decreasing parent-
ing stress; this would likely result in positive outcomes
for children (Burgdorf et al., 2019).
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