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Abstract
The arrival of a baby and the early years of a child’s life represent a critical period for parents, often marked by increased 
parental stress that can impact both their well-being and the child’s development. Although parental stress has been 
widely studied, no systematic review has yet focused specifically on early childhood. To address this gap, we conducted 
a systematic review synthesizing evidence on factors examined as antecedents of parental stress during the first three 
years postpartum. Following PRISMA guidelines, we included 108 quantitative studies published in the past 12 years 
that investigated variables statistically modeled as predictors of parental stress. Key determinants of parental stress were 
identified at three levels: (1) at the personal level, internalizing symptoms, adverse childhood experiences, and perinatal 
negative experiences were related to higher stress; (2) at the relational level, marital satisfaction and coparenting qual-
ity were associated with lower stress; and (3) at the contextual level, social support from friends and family served as a 
protective factor of parental stress, while children’s developmental problems served as risk factors. Despite the increasing 
number of longitudinal studies and the growing inclusion of fathers in research, few studies have focused on participants 
from social minority groups or from non-Western contexts. These findings may contribute to the development of effective 
strategies to support families during the early years of parenthood.
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of stress (American Psychological Association, 2024). The 
early years of a child’s life, particularly the 0–3 age range, 
are a critical period for parental stress (World Health Orga-
nization, 2022), as parents must manage multiple activities, 
such as develop or adapt their parenting skills, adapt their 
daily routines to meet the baby's needs, and renegotiate their 
roles within the family and in the labor market (Kline et 
al., 1991; Kuersten-Hogan & McHale, 2021). Additionally, 
infants and toddlers are highly dependent on their caregiv-
ers, making the care of young children a physically, emo-
tionally, and practically demanding task, which can be a 
potential source of stress for many parents (Da Costa et al., 
2021; Gillis et al., 2019).

The experience of (parental) stress, when well handled, 
can be an important adaptive response, particularly dur-
ing life transitions (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Yim et al., 
2015). However, when parental stress is frequently high, 
it can lead to a wide range of consequences: for parents, 
such as greater depression, anxiety, and parental burnout 
(Chen et al., 2022; Johansson et al., 2021; Mikolajczak et 
al., 2018); for parenting quality, such as lower-quality of 

Introduction

Parental stress can be defined as a specific type of stress 
that occurs when parents perceive the demands of child-
rearing as exceeding their available resources to cope with 
them (Abidin et al., 2022; Deater-Deckard & Panneton, 
2018). It is a prevalent phenomenon among parents world-
wide (Adams et al., 2021; Buddelmeyer et al., 2018), with 
recent data indicating that 33% of parents report high levels 
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parenting behaviors (Camisasca et al., 2022; Huang, 2021); 
and for child development, such as increased emotional and 
behavioral problems in children (Cho et al., 2023; Kelly 
et al., 2022). Moreover, parental stress has broader social 
consequences. When parents experience elevated stress, 
they may perform less effectively at work and increase the 
demand for medical and mental health services, resulting 
in increased costs for employers and healthcare systems 
(American Psychological Association, 2024). Understand-
ing the determinants that increase or reduce parental stress 
in early childhood is crucial for intervening with parents 
and mitigating its negative consequences at the individual, 
familial, and societal levels.

Although research on parental stress has expanded, find-
ings are dispersed across disciplines, vary in methodologi-
cal quality, and often focus on isolated determinants (see 
Fang et al., 2022, for a previous review), which limits the 
ability to draw clear conclusions about which factors con-
tribute to or buffer against parental stress. A systematic 
review is therefore needed to consolidate existing evidence, 
identify possible predictors, and inform targeted interven-
tion and policy efforts. Thus, this systematic review aims to 
synthesize evidence on factors examined as antecedents of 
parental stress in the first three years after birth.

Parental Stress Models

Parental stress describes the specific stress experienced by 
parents when the demands of parenting (stemming both 
from the child and other life domains) exceed their per-
ceived coping resources (Abidin et al., 2022; Deater-Deck-
ard & Panneton, 2018). It is a multidimensional construct 
that can be understood at different levels (Deater-Deckard, 
2004). From a micro perspective, it refers to feeling over-
whelmed by childcare itself (Cronin et al., 2015). From a 
broader, contextual perspective, it involves balancing child-
care with other responsibilities, such as paid work, main-
taining a couple relationship, sustaining friendships, and 
managing household tasks (Cronin et al., 2015).

The variety of models developed to study parental stress 
reflects this multidimensional nature. From a micro perspec-
tive, Abidin’s Parenting Stress Model (2006) suggests that 
parental stress arises from a combination of parents’ internal 
characteristics (e.g., personality, low sense of competence), 
children’s characteristics (e.g., difficult behavior, health 
problems), and dysfunctional parenting behaviors. Even 
though this model has made a substantial contribution to the 
field, it has been criticized for underestimating the influence 
of contextual factors (e.g., cultural context) in which parent-
ing takes place (Cronin et al., 2015; Louie et al., 2017).

From a broader perspective, ecological models can pro-
vide a more comprehensive framework for understanding 

the dynamism and complexity of parental stress. For exam-
ple, the Double ABC-X model of family stress and coping 
(McCubbin & Patterson, 2014; Rosino, 2016) conceptual-
izes stress as the result of an interaction between stressors 
(A), family resources (B), and the family’s appraisal of the 
situation (C), which together determine whether the out-
come is adaptation or crisis (X). These resources may oper-
ate at multiple levels (within individual family members, 
the family unit, or broader community and societal sys-
tems), highlighting the interplay between personal and con-
textual factors (Rosino, 2016). Similarly, the Family Stress 
Model (Masarik & Conger, 2017) underscores how external 
stressors, such as economic hardship or natural disasters, 
influence children’s adjustment indirectly through parents’ 
mental health, coparenting dynamics, and parenting behav-
iors. Additionally, other ecological models widely used in 
parenting research (i.e., Belsky, 1984; Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris, 1998; Cabrera et al., 2014), though not specifically 
developed to address parental stress, can serve as a valuable 
complement to understand its determinants. These models 
conceptualize parenting as a dynamic, reciprocal process 
shaped by personal factors, relational processes, and broader 
social and ecological contexts (Cabrera et al., 2014).

Taken together, the models described above highlight the 
importance of examining parental stress within a personal 
and contextualized, multilevel framework. Accordingly, in 
this systematic review, we aimed to identify and synthesize 
variables examined as predictors of parental stress during 
early childhood through a multidimensional lens. Hence, 
we considered determinants operating at three levels: (1) 
the personal level, encompassing factors within parents 
as individuals, such as sociodemographic characteristics, 
personal history, physical and mental health, beliefs, and 
emotional experiences; (2) the relational level; referring to 
parents’ immediate dyadic relationships within the family 
system, such as parent–child relationship and mother-father 
relationship; and (3) the contextual level, which includes 
influences from the immediate context (e.g., family configu-
ration, child characteristics, social network) and the broader 
sociocultural environment (e.g., work conditions, and pre-
vailing social, political, and economic circumstances) in 
which parents are embedded.

Determinants of Parental Stress

Parental stress was previously examined in relation to 
diverse personal, relational, and contextual determinants. 
For instance, personal factors such as parental feelings of 
incompetence (Hildingsson et al., 2014; Seah & Morawska, 
2016), being from an ethnic minority (Chung et al., 2013; 
Franco et al., 2010), presenting psychopathological symp-
toms (Seah & Morawska, 2016; Van Der Oord et al., 2006), 
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or having pregnancy-related problems (Yu et al., 2011) were 
associated with higher parental stress. Relational aspects 
within the family also seem to influence parental stress, 
such as having a partner with high stress levels (Ngai & 
Ngu, 2014). In contrast, perceived higher marital quality 
(deMontigny et al., 2020; Dong et al., 2022; Pinquart, 2018) 
and a positive coparenting relationship (deMontigny et al., 
2020; Fagan & Lee, 2014; Nomaguchi et al., 2017; Zhang et 
al., 2021) were related to lower parental stress. Finally, at a 
contextual level, work-related difficulties (Coba-Rodriguez 
& Lleras, 2022; Hwang & Jung, 2020) were associated with 
higher stress levels, whereas greater social support from 
family and friends was associated with lower parental stress 
(Barnett et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2021). Child-related fac-
tors can also contribute to increasing parental stress, such 
as child behavior problems (Pinquart, 2018). Within the 
contextual level, the global COVID-19 pandemic in recent 
years forced many parents into lockdown with their chil-
dren for weeks or even months. This context, marked by 
childcare closures, remote work while caregiving, job loss 
or reduced income, fear of infection, and loss of social sup-
port, significantly heightened parental stress (Adams et al., 
2021; Aldoney et al., 2022; Chen et al., 2022).

Many of these findings have been presented in previous 
systematic reviews and meta-analyses. However, most of 
these reviews focused on parents of children with develop-
mental challenges or chronic conditions (e.g., Barroso et al., 
2018; Pinquart, 2018; Schappin et al., 2013). This emphasis 
has contributed to a gap in the understanding of parental 
stress among parents of typically developing young chil-
dren. Additionally, although some reviews examined typi-
cal parenting during the perinatal period, they tend to focus 
on general stress rather than on parental stress (Philpott et 
al., 2017; Saur & Dos Santos, 2021). A recent systematic 
review explored determinants of parental stress in the con-
text of typical development (Fang et al., 2022), but its scope 
was limited to studies using the Parenting Stress Index (PSI; 
Abidin et al., 2006) and included parents of children up to 
12 years of age. While the PSI is often regarded as the gold 
standard for measuring parenting stress, it is not the only 
relevant instrument (Øygarden et al., 2022). Moreover, as 
previously discussed, the first three years following a child’s 
birth involve unique challenges, meaning the sources of 
stress during this period may differ significantly from those 
in later stages of parenthood (Kline et al., 1991). Hence, as 
addressed by Fang and colleagues (2022), “future (review) 
studies could focus on a smaller age group to study in depth 
the factors associated with parenting stress. In such studies, 
it would be feasible to include several instruments to assess 
parenting stress (…)” (p. 16).

Thus, the aims of the present study are to: (1) character-
ize the included studies in terms of their target populations 

and methodological approaches, (2) systematize the exist-
ing quantitative evidence on factors examined as anteced-
ents of parental stress, focusing on the 0–3 years period, and 
(3) identify gaps in the literature, suggesting directions for 
future studies to build a more comprehensive framework for 
examining parental stress determinants.

Method

Registration

The systematic review protocol was registered in the 
International Prospective Register of Systematic Reviews 
(PROSPERO) on October 14, 2023 and updated on April 
23, 2025, with the registration number CRD42023464874. 
The PRISMA 2020 guidelines for systematic reviews were 
used to guide all steps (article identification, screening, 
extraction, and reporting) of this review (Page et al., 2021).

Search Strategy

A systematic literature search was conducted in seven elec-
tronic databases (MEDLINE, APA PsycInfo, Psychology 
and Behavioral Sciences Collection, APA PsycArticles, 
Scopus, Web of Science, and PubMed). These databases 
were chosen due to their broad coverage across psychol-
ogy, health sciences, social sciences, and related multidis-
ciplinary fields. The search strategy included the Boolean 
terms “OR”/ “AND” and truncation “*”. Keywords and 
their synonyms were combined: (parent* stress OR mater-
nal stress OR parent* hassles) AND (infant OR infancy OR 
toddler OR child* OR baby OR babies) for search in title, 
abstract, and keywords. The search process was indepen-
dently carried out by two researchers to enhance the reli-
ability of the results. Results from our search showed an 
increase in publications from 2013 onwards. Therefore, we 
chose to focus our review on studies published between 
January 1, 2013, and May 16, 2025, to capture the recent 
portrait of research on parental stress.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

For abstract screening, we established the following crite-
ria: (1) empirical articles with available abstract published 
in peer-reviewed journals; (2) articles published in Eng-
lish, Portuguese, or Spanish, the languages spoken by the 
authors; (3) quantitative studies in which parental stress 
was conceptualized and statistically modeled as an outcome 
variable; (4) studies focused on adult parents (i.e., > 18 years 
old) of children aged 0–3 years; (5) studies that focused on 
parents without diagnosed physical and/or mental illness, or 
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addictive substance usage, and on children without health 
or developmental conditions (e.g., prematurity, autism); (6) 
studies not conducted with families at risk (e.g., parental 
incarceration); (7) studies not designed to develop, adapt, or 
validate an instrument or an intervention.

The following exclusion criteria were defined for full-text 
screening: (1) studies in which parental stress was treated as 
mediator; (2) studies in which data was examined as part of 
cluster analyses, which did not allow to retrieve conclusions 
regarding parental stress determinants; (3) studies that did 
not use a specific psychological measure for parental stress, 
or that used physiological measures of stress (since physi-
ological measures of stress do not allow us to distinguish 
general stress from parental stress); and (4) studies in which 
parents had participated in any psychosocial intervention 
related to parenting or wellbeing (to avoid potential bias in 
parental stress outcomes). After full-text screening, we con-
ducted a quality assessment of the included studies (see the 
Sect. "Quality appraisal and data extraction" below). Given 
the large number of studies meeting the inclusion criteria, 
we adopted a more conservative approach and introduced 
an additional exclusion criterion: (5) studies rated as low 
quality (below 70%; Kmet et al., 2004).

For the purpose of this review, we extracted only the 
quantitative data of mixed-methods studies. Also, if the 
study compared the general population with specific sam-
ples (e.g., neurotypical vs. children with ADHD), we only 
retrieved data from the general population group. For lon-
gitudinal designs, we only considered data collected within 
the first three years of the child’s life. In studies that used 
cross-sectional designs, we focused exclusively on factors 
that were theoretically framed and statistically tested as 
predictors of parental stress; the directionality, therefore, 
reflects conceptual and analytical modeling rather than 
causal inference.

Study Selection

We identified 27,541 records through the search. After 
removing duplicates, we retained 7,613 records. Two 
reviewers (first and third authors) independently screened 
titles and abstracts and excluded 7,050 records at this stage. 
The remaining 563 full texts were then screened indepen-
dently by two reviewers. The reviewers resolved any dis-
agreements by consensus, resulting in 127 studies that met 
all the inclusion criteria. We then assessed the quality of 
the studies and rated 19 studies as low quality, which we 
excluded, leaving 108 studies for this review (Fig. 1). We 
exported and managed all references using the Rayyan 
software.

Quality Appraisal and Data Extraction

After the full-text screening and before data extraction, we 
assessed the quality of the included studies using the Stan-
dard Quality Assessment Criteria for Evaluating Primary 
Research Papers from various fields (QualSyst) for quanti-
tative studies (Kmet et al., 2004). The QualSyst is a 14-item 
tool designed for methodological and bias assessment in 
studies with various designs. QualSyst items comprise the 
study’s objective (e.g., “Question or objective sufficiently 
described”), design (e.g., “Design evident and appropriate 
to answer study question?”), sample selection, characteriza-
tion, and size (e.g., “Sample size appropriate?”), type of out-
come measure (e.g., “Outcome measure(s) well defined and 
robust to measurement/misclassification bias?”), analysis 
(e.g., “Analysis described and appropriate?”, “Controlled 
for confounding?”), and results (e.g., “Do the results support 
the conclusions?”). Due to the nature of the included stud-
ies, we excluded three items: random allocation (item 5), 
blinding of investigators (item 6), and blinding of subjects 
(item 7). We scored each item based on whether the study 
met the criterion (0 = no, 1 = partially, 2 = yes). The scores 
from the remaining 11 items were summed to produce a 
total score, which was then converted into a percentage 
(total sum score divided by the maximum possible score of 
22). Studies were rated as “excellent” (> 80%), “adequate” 
(70%–79%), or “low” (< 70%; Kmet et al., 2004). All items 
and criteria used for article evaluation can be found in the 
Supplementary Materials. As mentioned in the “Inclusion 
and exclusion criteria” section, we rated 19 articles as low 
quality (< 70%) and excluded them from further analysis. 
Among the remaining studies (n = 108), we rated most 
(n = 86) as excellent and 23 as adequate.

After the quality appraisal, we analyzed and extracted the 
data using a categorization system developed for this study, 
to characterize the studies for: general characteristics (coun-
try of origin, design; type and origin of data); study’s aim; 
general characteristics of participants (i.e., mother or father, 
age, relationship status, employment status, educational 
level, income, ethnicity, and primiparity) and their chil-
dren (i.e., age, sex); statistical analysis, measure of parental 
stress and predictor variables, control variables, and results.

Given the large number of studies included, we began 
the quality assessment and the data extraction processes 
with a training phase using 20% of the articles. At that 
stage, two researchers independently extracted data from 
these 20% studies, and any discrepancies were discussed 
until a consensus was reached. After that, once consistency 
in the evaluation and extraction processes was established, 
the remaining 80% of the studies were divided among four 
authors, who evaluated and extracted them individually 
using the predefined spreadsheet.
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Records identified from: 

Databases (n=27.541) 
MEDLINE (n=4377) 

APA PsycINFO (n=4401) 

Psychology and Behavioral 

Sciences Collection (n=1023) 

APA PsycArticles (n=194) 

Scopus (n=7743) 

Web of Science (n=5043) 

PubMed (n=4760) 

Duplicate records removed by automation 

tools (n=19.928) 

Records screened (n=7.613) 

Full-text reports assessed for eligibility 

(n=563) 

Reports excluded based on criteria (n=455): 
Children older than 3 years old (n=151) 

Parental stress not measured as an outcome (n=104) 

Children with health/development conditions (n=34) 

Not peer-reviewed (n=23) 

The sample was part of an intervention (n=19) 

Families at risk (n=19) 

Parents' physical and/or mental illness (n=17) 

No measure of parental stress (n=15) 

Child’s age not detailed (n=12) 

Language not mastered by the authors (n=11) 

Full-text record not available (n=11) 

Parental stress was part of a cluster (n=6) 

Qualitative design (n=5) 

Sample did not include parents (n=3) 

Not empirical (n=3) 

Validation of an instrument (n=2) 

Focused on adolescent parents (n=1) 

Studies included in review (n=108) 
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Fig. 1  Flowchart of the study identification and selection process
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Results

Characteristics of the Included Studies

Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of the studies included 
in this review. The studies were predominantly conducted in 
the North America (37 studies in the U.S. and five in Can-
ada) and in European countries (nine in Italy, nine in Swe-
den, five in Germany, four in the Netherlands, four in the 
UK, three in Norway, two in Ireland, two in Portugal, and 
one each in Belgium, Finland, Scotland, and Spain). Twelve 
studies were conducted in Asia (five in Japan, four in China, 
and three in South Korea), followed by the Middle East (six 
in Israel), Oceania (three in Australia), and South America 
(one in Chile). Two studies included samples from multiple 
countries: one from Finland and the UK, and another from 
the UK, the Netherlands, and France.

In terms of study design, 60.2% of studies had a longi-
tudinal design, and most studies relied on original samples 
(78.8%). A relevant proportion of studies utilizing sec-
ondary data (n = 21) were conducted in the United States, 
mainly (n = 17) drawing on the Future of Families & Child 
Wellbeing Study (FFCWS). The remaining studies relying 
on secondary data were conducted in Ireland (n = 2) and in 
Scotland (n = 1).

Most studies (74%) measured parental stress with the 
PSI (Abidin et al., 2006), followed by 10.2% that used the 
Parental Stress Scale (Berry & Jones, 1995). Parental stress 
was exclusively self-reported; none used multi-informant 
or other-report measures. A small proportion (11.1%) also 
incorporated additional methods (e.g., observation), but 
these were used to measure variables other than parental 
stress (e.g., maternal mind-mindedness). Regarding infor-
mants, 57.4% of the studies included only mothers, 35.2% 
included both parents, and 7.4% included only fathers. 
Among studies that involved both mothers and fathers 
(n = 38), researchers often analyzed them collectively as 
“parents” (n = 20), rarely examining differences between 
mothers and fathers or interdependence within parental 
dyads. Nearly half of the studies (47.2%) focused on infants 
(0–12 months) and on families with more than one child 
(47.2%). Regarding the sex of the focal child (i.e., the 
infant/toddler aged 0–3 years), about 46.3% of the studies 
included an equal distribution of boys and girls.

Participants’ Characteristics

Table 2 outlines participants’ characteristics. Sample sizes 
varied widely across studies, but most included more than 
100 parents, typically mothers. In most studies, parents’ 
mean age ranged from 31 to 35 years (in 43.6% of stud-
ies including mothers and 61.7% including fathers). Partici-
pants were predominantly Caucasian (in 42.6% of studies 
including mothers and 40.4% including fathers), likely 
reflecting the demographics of the countries where the stud-
ies took place. Most samples included parents who were 
married or cohabiting (66%). Nearly half of the studies did 
not report participants’ employment status, but those that 
reported typically (28.7% of mothers and 38.3% of fathers) 
focused on employed parents. In terms of education, most 
studies included parents with high educational levels (in 
53.5% of studies including mothers and 36.2% including 
fathers), although several included participants with diverse 
educational backgrounds. Regarding socioeconomic status 
(SES), studies were fairly balanced across low, middle, and 
high SES groups, as well as samples including multiple SES 
levels. However, some studies (13%) did not provide infor-
mation on participants’ SES.

Factors Related to Parental Stress

Inspired by the Parenting Stress Model and by ecological 
parenting models, we categorized the variables related to 
parental stress into three categories: (1) Personal aspects 
(n = 75), examining parent-related variables, such as per-
sonal history, sociodemographic characteristics, physical 
and mental health, and parents experiences on the perinatal 

Table 1  Characteristics of the studies included in the systematic 
review (n = 108)

n % n %
Geographical region Assessment of parental stress
North America 42 38.9 Self-report 96 88.9
Europe 42 38.9 Self-report and 

other measurements
12 11.1

Asia 12 11.1 Who reported
Middle east 6 5.6 Mother 62 57.4
Oceania 3 2.8 Father 8 7.4
Samples from multiple 
countries

2 1.8 Both 38 35.2

South America 1 0.9 Children’s age range
Study design Infant (0–12 

months)
51 47.2

Longitudinal 65 60.2 Toddler (13–35 
months)

36 33.3

Cross-sectional 43 39.8 Mixed ages until 36 
months

21 19.4

Type of data Child gender
Original sample 84 78.8 Both boys & girls 50 46.3
Secondary data 24 22.2 Not mentioned 58 53.7
Measure of PS First child?
Parenting Stress Index 64 59.2 Mostly first 33 30.6
Items adapted from PSI 
(FFCWS)

16 14.8 No 51 47.2

Parental Stress Scale 11 10.2 Not mentioned 24 22.2
Swedish Parenthood 
Stress Questionnaire

9 8.3

Other 8 7.4
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phase; (2) Relational aspects (n = 35), including immediate 
relationships within the family, such as the mother-father 
relationship and the parent–child relationship; and (3) 
Contextual aspects (n = 57), such as extra-familial context, 
child’s characteristics, and sociocultural aspects. These 
three levels will be detailed next. The studies correspond-
ing to each level can also be found in the tables provided 

in the Supplementary Material. Importantly, all factors pre-
sented derive from studies (cross-sectional or longitudinal) 
in which parental stress was theoretically framed and statis-
tically modeled as the outcome variable, while the factors 
outlined were treated as predictors. To facilitate reporting of 
the 108 included studies, each study was assigned a unique 
identifier (S1–S108) for use in the Results section and Sup-
plementary Tables; full citations for all included studies are 
presented in Appendix A.

Personal Aspects Related to Parental Stress

This category was the most extensively studied (n = 75) and 
includes parents’ personal aspects that are related to parental 
stress, such as parents’ personal history, sociodemographic 
characteristics, general health, psychological aspects, and 
parents’ experiences in the perinatal phase.

Parents' Personal History   This sub-category (n = 13) cov-
ers factors related to mothers’ and fathers’ personal histo-
ries before becoming parents, focusing on variables such as 
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), attachment, previ-
ous parenting experiences, and role models. Among moth-
ers, ACEs were consistently associated with higher levels of 
parental stress (n = 7; S3, S50, S67, S79, S89, S90, S100). 
Two studies with mothers found indirect pathways from 
more ACEs to higher maternal stress: one through increased 
depressive symptoms (S79) and the other through lower 
maternal perceptions of social support (S89). For fathers, 
the findings were mixed and varied across study designs. 
In the only longitudinal study with fathers (S74), ACEs did 
not predict paternal stress directly; instead, effects oper-
ated indirectly via fathers’ prenatal depression, anxiety, and 
spousal disharmony. In contrast, two fathers-only cross-sec-
tional studies reported a positive direct association between 
cumulative childhood trauma and parental stress (S67, S89). 
One of these cross-sectional studies also found that cumu-
lative childhood trauma was indirectly related to paternal 
stress through lower social support (S89).

Other relevant aspects of parents’ personal histories 
were their attachment quality and how they perceived the 
care they received growing up. Insecure attachment style 
was related to greater parental stress in studies conducted 
across Europe and Japan, although this variable was exam-
ined more frequently in mothers (S56, S59, S61, S98) than 
in fathers (S61). A retrospective study with mothers found 
that receiving high-quality rearing from their own fathers 
during childhood was associated with lower maternal stress 
in adulthood, an effect mediated by mothers’ greater cur-
rent relationship satisfaction with their fathers (S79). In the 
same study (S79), mothers who had received high-quality 

Table 2  Sample characteristics of studies included in the systematic 
review (n = 108)

Mothers 
(n = 101)

Fathers 
(n = 47)

n % n %
Sample size
 < 100 20 19.8% 15 31.9%
100–300 21 20.8% 10 21.3%
301–1000 26 25.7% 11 23.4%
 > 1000 34 33.7% 11 23.4%
Sample’s mean age (years)
18–25 1 1.0% 0 0.0%
25–30 39 38.6% 6 12.8%
31–35 44 43.6% 29 61.7%
 > 35 4 4.0% 9 19.1%
Mean age not mentioned 8 8.0% 3 6.4%
Ethnic background
Caucasian 43 42.6% 19 40.4%
Black 1 1.0% 0 0.0%
Asian 9 8.9% 2 4.3%
Latino 3 3.0% 1 2.1%
Middle East 6 5.9% 4 8.5%
Sample including multiple ethnic groups 19 18.8% 5 10.6%
Not mentioned 19 18.8% 16 34.0%
Relationship status
Mostly married/cohabiting 67 66.3% 31 66.0%
Mostly divorced/separated 2 2.0% 0 0.0%
Sample including married and divorced 
parents

11 10.9% 2 4.3%

Not mentioned 21 20.8% 14 29.8%
Employment status
Most employed 29 28.7% 18 38.3%
Most unemployed/parental leave 6 5.9% 0 0.0%
Sample including different employment 
statuses

15 14.9% 4 8.5%

Not mentioned 50 49.5% 25 53.2%
Education
High (> high school) 54 53.5% 17 36.2%
Medium (high school) 9 8.9% 3 6.4%
Low (< high school) 4 4.0% 1 2.1%
Sample with diverse education levels 27 26.7% 18 38.3%
Not mentioned 7 6.9% 8 17.0%
Socioeconomic status
Low 15 14.9% 4 8.5%
Middle 14 13.9% 8 17.0%
High 19 18.8% 7 14.9%
Sample including multiple SES groups 13 12.9% 6 12.8%
Not mentioned 40 39.6% 22 46.8%
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rearing from their own mothers during childhood reported 
lower maternal stress in adulthood, an association explained 
by the internalization of maternal care regulation. Finally, 
another study showed that having previous parenting expe-
rience was related to more stress in mothers (S83), but not 
in fathers (S83), whereas having a parental role model was 
related to lower stress for both parents (S83).

Sociodemographic Aspects   The relation between parents’ 
sociodemographic characteristics (e.g., age, education, 
income) and parental stress was frequently examined across 
studies (n = 43). Education was the most assessed variable 
in this sub-category (n = 22), with mixed findings. A group 
of studies (eight focusing on mothers, S24, S50, S62, S65, 
S69, S83, S86, S95, and two on fathers, S49, S62), often 
using longitudinal secondary data, found a negative asso-
ciation between educational level and parental stress. In 
contrast, a similar number of studies (n = 9; S13, S29, S39, 
S67, S76, S77, S89, S101, S106), six of which were cross-
sectional, reported that parents with higher education expe-
rienced greater stress. Specifically, one study in the U.S. 
(S101) found that higher education was related to greater 
stress only among White mothers. However, five studies 
(S74, S83, S90, S103, S108) found no significant associa-
tion between education and parental stress across diverse 
samples and study designs. One study in Sweden (S83) 
reported that lower education was related to higher stress 
for mothers, but not for fathers.

Most studies found that higher household income was 
associated with lower parental stress in both mothers and 
fathers (n = 11; S6, S13, S20, S24, S29, S49, S64, S76, S95, 
S98, S105). Studies reporting null associations were mostly 
conducted in highly developed countries, such as Norway 
(S74) and Germany (S103), as well as in one diverse U.S. 
sample (S46) and in one study during the COVID-19 pan-
demic (S108). A single study in Israel (S90) reported the 
opposite pattern, with higher income related to higher stress 
in mothers. One Australian study found a null association 
for mothers but a positive association for fathers (S72). 
Additionally, a U.S. study during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(S88) showed that, before the pandemic, higher income was 
related to lower stress, but parents with lower household 
income experienced a greater increase in stress over the 
course of the pandemic.

Concerning age, most studies (n = 7, S39, S67, S74, S89, 
S90, S103, S108) did not find an association between paren-
tal age and stress. However, some studies reported a posi-
tive association between parental stress and mothers’ age 
(n = 5; S1, S31, S67, S86, S106), while one study observed 
a negative correlation between parental stress and fathers’ 
age (S89).

Having a partner (married or cohabiting) was associ-
ated with lower parental stress in five studies with moth-
ers (S1, S50, S63, S95, S107). Among these, three included 
low-income samples (S50, S63, S95), while the other two 
were conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic in Chile 
and the U.S. (S1, S107). In contrast, three European stud-
ies reported no significant association (S39, S103, S108). 
One American study with a low-income sample found that 
re-partnered fathers reported lower stress, whereas mothers 
did not (S62). A secondary data analysis study showed that 
mothers with children from different partners did not report 
greater stress (S27).

Being employed was associated with lower parental 
stress for both mothers and fathers (S16, S49, S50, S62), 
among low-income (S49, S50, S62) and middle-class par-
ents (S16). A study conducted in Ireland found a negative 
association for mothers only, with no significant effect for 
fathers (S55).

Migrant background was generally associated with 
higher parental stress, as reported in eight studies with 
mothers (S1, S24, S39, S50, S76, S86, S95, S101) and two 
with fathers (S39, S62). One U.S. study found that Latino 
fathers experienced greater stress than White fathers, while 
no association was observed for mothers (S62). In contrast, 
another U.S. study reported lower stress among Black and 
Hispanic fathers compared to White fathers (S49); however, 
this association only emerged after controlling for sociode-
mographic variables. That is, Black and Hispanic fathers 
reported lower levels of stress than White fathers only when 
they had equal amounts of human capital (S49).

Findings on the number of children were mixed. Three 
studies from Northern Europe (Sweden, Germany, and Nor-
way) with highly educated, high-SES samples found that 
having previous children was associated with lower stress 
among mothers (S50) and fathers (S37, S74). In contrast, 
six studies reported that having more children was related to 
higher parental stress (S1, S29, S41, S49, S98, S103). In the 
U.S., one study observed this positive association for moth-
ers but not for fathers (S62). Two studies found no associa-
tion (S13, S107).

Finally, studies examining family type focused on sam-
ples including both parents and compared heterosexual bio-
logical parents with homosexual or adoptive parents. One 
study found no differences in parental stress between part-
ners in gay, lesbian, and heterosexual couples (S80), while 
another reported lower stress in lesbian couples in com-
parison to heterosexual parents (S12). One study found that 
adoptive parents reported higher parental stress than biolog-
ical parents (S8), while another found no association (S15).

General Health  This sub-category covers parents’ general 
health variables that predict parental stress, such as physical 
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health and sleep quality. It was the least studied sub-cate-
gory (n = 8), but findings were consistent. Parental sleep dif-
ficulties were examined only in European mothers and were 
positively and directly correlated with parental stress (S14, 
S55, S93). One study found an indirect effect from sleep 
difficulties to maternal stress through increased depressive 
symptoms (S14). In contrast, good physical health was 
associated with lower parental stress for both mothers and 
fathers (S4, S7, S55, S77, S106).

Psychological Aspects  This sub-category includes parents’ 
emotional and cognitive factors associated with parental 
stress (n = 39). Internalizing symptoms were the most exten-
sively studied variable (n = 27), including depressive symp-
toms, poor mental health, psychological history, prenatal 
depression, anxiety, dysregulation, and trait anger. Overall, 
internalizing symptoms were consistently associated with 
higher parental stress in mothers (n = 22; S9, S14, S17, S23, 
S24, S33, S44, S47, S60, S62, S64, S67, S75, S78, S86, S88, 
S96, S101, S102, S104, S106, S107) and fathers (n = 8; S23, 
S28, S44, S47, S71, S72, S75, S82). One study with moth-
ers (S72) found no association between a history of anxiety 
or depression and parental stress. Anxiety and depressive 
symptoms were indirectly associated with maternal stress 
through attachment patterns (S102) and indirectly associ-
ated with paternal stress through spousal disharmony (S74). 
Also, in both parents, problematic video game use was asso-
ciated with increased depressive symptoms, which, in turn, 
was associated with higher parental stress (S75).

Studies conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic 
reported that worry about infection was related to higher 
parental stress in mothers and fathers (S29, S107, S108), 
although one study found no association (S104). In addi-
tion, COVID-19-related stress increased maternal stress 
indirectly through lower maternal resilience (S107).

Finally, we grouped studies that examined parents’ 
cognitive aspects related to their parenting role, such as 
self-efficacy, meaning in life, and resilience. For mothers, 
acting with awareness (S11), effortful control (S64), sense 
of coherence (S47), mind-mindedness (S91), and resilience 
(S107) were related to lower parental stress, whereas iden-
tity impairment (S67) was related to higher stress. Greater 
embodied mentalizing was indirectly related to lower paren-
tal stress through improved coparenting quality (S73). For 
fathers, sense of coherence (S47), positive attitudes about 
fatherhood (S49), and sense-making (S19) were associated 
with lower parental stress. In samples including both par-
ents, the use of prementalizing mode to reflect on the child 
(S61) and meaning in life (S77) were related to lower paren-
tal stress. However, self-efficacy revealed mixed findings: 

five studies found that greater self-efficacy was related to 
lower parental stress, in mothers (S76, S83) and fathers 
(S71, S72, S83), whereas one cross-sectional study of Chi-
nese mothers (S87) found no association. Null associations 
were reported for other cognitive aspects, e.g., reflective 
functioning (S19, S67, S73).

Perinatal Factors  This sub-category covers parents’ expe-
riences during pregnancy, delivery, and the postpartum 
period (n = 25). Intended pregnancy (S5, 57) and pregnancy 
risk (S23) were associated with lower postnatal stress. In 
contrast, mothers who had considered abortion or had been 
through a perinatal loss reported higher postnatal stress 
(S18, S26). Regarding prenatal emotional experiences, pos-
itive prenatal feelings were related to lower postnatal stress 
in both parents (S37), while prenatal anxiety was related to 
higher stress in mothers (S85, S96) and fathers (S74). Preg-
nancy-related concerns (e.g., fear of childbirth) were associ-
ated with higher stress for mothers (S23) and fathers (S38). 
COVID-19 pandemic-related concerns about pregnancy 
and childbirth were not related to maternal stress (S104). 
Parents who conceived through egg donation, IVF, or donor 
insemination did not experience higher stress levels com-
pared to those who conceived spontaneously (S10, S43).

Regarding delivery, a negative birth experience was 
associated with higher parental stress for both parents 
(S20, S39, S60, S77, S91, S92, S93). Postpartum traumatic 
stress in mothers was also related to higher maternal stress 
through lower mindfulness (S91) and exacerbated by sleep 
disturbances (S93). Rapid labor was related to increased 
postpartum stress for mothers, but not fathers (S55), and 
cesarean delivery was associated with higher stress in Japa-
nese mothers (S54).

Breastfeeding stress was associated with higher mater-
nal stress (S76). However, mothers in mixed feeding (i.e., 
breastfeeding combined with formula) showed greater stress 
than exclusive breastfeeding or formula feeding (S53). The 
use of pacifiers was associated with lower maternal stress in 
one UK study (S99).

Relational Factors

This category encompasses mothers’ and fathers’ relation-
ships within the family, namely the mother-father relation-
ship (including cross-over effects between parents) and the 
parent–child relationship (n = 35).

Mother-Father Relationship  We grouped variables into 
two aspects: marital relationship (n = 18) and coparenting 
relationship (n = 11). Marital relationship quality covered 
diverse variables, including marital satisfaction, spousal 
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disharmony, attachment to the partner, and couple leisure. 
Most studies (n = 14, S2, S17, S19, S22, S25, S27, S32, S46, 
S55, S56, S77, S83, S94, S107) reported that higher rela-
tionship-quality indicators (e.g., marital intimacy, dyadic 
adjustment) were associated with lower parental stress. 
Shared couple leisure was related to lower parental stress 
indirectly through improved coparenting quality for moth-
ers (S94) and fathers (S107). Similarly, one study reported a 
positive association between relationship anxiety and mater-
nal stress (S56), and another found a positive link between 
spousal disharmony and paternal stress (S74). Four studies 
with mothers (S3, S56, S84, S94) and four with fathers (S3, 
S19, S84, S94) reported null associations, which were typi-
cally observed in studies with small samples (S3, S19, S56) 
or relying on secondary data (S84, S94).

Most studies reported that higher coparenting quality 
was associated with lower parental stress for mothers (n = 7; 
S22, S24, S45, S63, S69, S73, S94) and fathers (n = 2; S49, 
S94). Conflictual coparenting was related to greater paternal 
stress (S25), and family conflict was related to greater stress 
in both parents (S29).

Cross-Over Effects  This sub-category covers cross-over 
effects between parents, i.e., when one parent’s character-
istics influence the other parent’s stress (n = 14). Studies 
focused on two main aspects: partner psychological factors 
(e.g., dyadic coping; n = 6) and partner involvement with the 
child (n = 7) as predictors of the other parent’s stress.

Regarding partner psychological factors, fathers’ dyadic 
coping (S2, S3) and fathers’ changes in identity (S19) 
were related to lower maternal stress. Similarly, mothers’ 
perceived dyadic coping (S2) was related to lower pater-
nal stress. Fathers’ avoidant attachment (S67) and fathers’ 
parental stress (S15, S47) were associated with higher 
maternal stress, whereas mothers’ sense-making (S19), 
relatedness (S67), and parental stress (S15, S47) were asso-
ciated with higher paternal stress. Four studies reported null 
associations (S3, S15, S19, S67).

Regarding partner involvement with the child, four stud-
ies found that greater father involvement was associated 
with lower maternal stress (S22, S58, S63, S87), whereas 
its absence was associated with higher maternal stress 
(S27). One study found that mothers’ positive involvement 
was related to lower paternal stress (S49). One study with 
mostly divorced mothers reported no association between 
fathers’ involvement and maternal stress (S86).

Parent–Child Relationship  Aspects related to the quality 
of parent–child relationships were not extensively studied 
(n = 9). Still, findings revealed that parental bonding (S21, 

S28), parent–child shared emotions (S52), and parental 
responsiveness (S72) were associated with lower parental 
stress in mothers and fathers. A longitudinal study found 
that higher prenatal bonding was related to lower parental 
stress through higher postnatal bonding at 6 months (S21). 
Secure attachment to the child was negatively related to 
mothers’ stress, but not to fathers’ (S72). Greater involve-
ment with the child was associated with lower parental stress 
for mothers and fathers (S9, S49, S58, S86). An exception 
was a cross-sectional study mainly with ethnic minorities, 
in which a higher frequency of engagement was associated 
with higher maternal stress (S62).

Contextual Factors

This category includes factors related to the context of par-
enting, such as the extra-familial context, children’s charac-
teristics, and sociocultural factors (n = 57).

Extra-Familial Context  This category includes aspects 
related to the broader environment in which the family is 
embedded, such as social networks, external support, and 
parents' work-related aspects. Support from friends and 
family was extensively studied (n = 19), mostly revealing an 
inverse association with parental stress for both parents (S6, 
S14, S27, S33, S50, S65, S69, S70, S76, S86, S87, S89, 
S98, S100, S101, S107). However, this association was not 
found during COVID-19 (S104) and in a sample of Mexi-
can-origin mothers in the U.S. (S34).

Sources of external support, such as neighborhood facili-
ties (S41, S48, S68, S97), were related to lower maternal 
stress. Guidance from health care professionals (S41, S95) 
was associated with lower parental stress, whereas support 
from online communities showed no association (S36). In 
one study with Chinese parents, access to childcare ser-
vices was associated with lower parental stress (S41). Also, 
in a study of Chinese dual-earner parents (S40), there was 
no difference in stress levels between those who relied on 
parental childcare and those who used non-parental child-
care (e.g., daycare, babysitters). Restrictions of family sup-
port services during the COVID-19 pandemic were related 
to increased parental stress in both parents (S29), as well as 
having a child in daycare during this period (S103).

Work-related factors were less explored and mainly stud-
ied in mothers (n = 5) in comparison to fathers (n = 1) and 
to both parents (n = 1). Among mothers, workplace inflex-
ibility (S62), longer working hours (S16), nonstandard work 
schedules (S42), and work–family conflict (S9, S42) were 
associated with higher parental stress, whereas professional 
workplace support was associated with lower stress (S76). 
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In the single fathers-only study, longer working hours were 
not associated with stress, but workplace inflexibility was 
associated with higher paternal stress (S62). One national 
survey conducted in China with both parents found that 
flexible working hours were associated with lower levels of 
parental stress (S41).

Child’s Characteristics  This sub-category (n = 22) includes 
child age, sex, and behavior/developmental factors asso-
ciated with parental stress. Findings regarding the child’s 
age were mixed. Six studies (S9, S13, S19, S29, S33, S103) 
reported higher parental stress among parents of older chil-
dren, whereas one study (S32) found higher stress among 
parents of younger children. Two studies (S19, S108) 
reported no significant association, while one study (S7) 
found no correlation for mothers but a positive association 
for fathers. Concerning children’s gender, one study reported 
higher stress among parents of boys (S7), but another found 
no association (S39).

Children’s emotional and behavioral problems were 
extensively studied (n = 14) with consistent results. In moth-
ers, children’s difficult temperament (S24, S73, S86, S88, 
S89, S98), negative emotionality (S9, S64), problem behav-
iors (S33, S34), externalizing behaviors (S70), and negative 
affect (S6) were associated with higher maternal stress. In 
fathers, difficult temperament (S89) and negative emotion-
ality (S71) were associated with higher stress. Infants’ dif-
ficult temperament and crying were related to higher stress 
for both parents (S103).

Child’s developmental or cognitive problems were less 
studied (n = 7), with generally consistent findings. Chil-
dren’s developmental problems were associated with higher 
maternal stress (S33). Children’s sleep problems (S58) and 
feeding problems were related to higher stress for mothers 
and fathers (S103). However, children’s illness revealed 
mixed findings: two studies found a positive relation to 
stress (S29, S89), but another two studies found no associa-
tion (S103, S108).

Sociocultural Factors  This sub-category was less studied 
(n = 12) and covers factors that operate beyond the personal 
or family level, such as cultural values, social policies, 
and global challenges. For instance, adherence to familism 
beliefs (i.e., cultural values emphasizing collectivism and 
strong family attachment) was associated with greater 
maternal stress in one study (S6), but it was associated with 
lower parental stress in a Mexican-origin sample (S52). In 
contrast, adherence to maternal essentialism (i.e., the belief 
that mothers are inherently more competent, important, and 

essential to a child's development than fathers) was associ-
ated with greater stress in mothers (S24) and fathers (S71).

Regarding social policies on parenting, one study found 
that taking maternal leave was associated with lower stress 
in mothers (S66), while another found that shared paren-
tal leave was related to lower stress in fathers, but not in 
mothers (S51). Among minority mothers, receiving a sub-
sidy from the government for childcare was related to lower 
parental stress (S35).

Regarding global challenges, one study reported that fac-
tors such as war and global heating were associated with 
higher parental stress (S103). A key factor within the global 
challenges was the COVID-19 pandemic: lockdown during 
this period was associated with higher maternal stress in 
one study (S1), whereas another found no association (S30). 
Notably, restrictions on social contacts during the pandemic 
were associated with lower parental stress (S29).

Stress Evolution and Comparison Between Mothers 
and Fathers

Although not part of our prespecified objectives, we also 
extracted, when available, (a) longitudinal data on parental 
stress trajectories during the child’s first three years (n = 17) 
and (b) differences between mothers’ and fathers’ stress lev-
els (n = 13).

Regarding stress evolution, findings remain inconclusive. 
Eight studies reported increases in parental stress over time, 
from the first weeks postpartum to toddlerhood (S5, S39, 
S78) and within the toddler years (S25, S33, S46, S48, S54, 
S86). These were conducted primarily in Asia (S5, S48, 
S54) and the U.S. (S25, S46, S78, S86). Stable levels were 
found in some cases, from ages 2 to 3 years (S8, S9, S17). 
However, within the first six months after childbirth, one 
Portuguese (S3) and one Chinese (S106) study reported a 
decrease from the first weeks to 6 months postpartum. Stud-
ies conducted during COVID-19 found increases within the 
year following the initial lockdown (S1, S77, S88, S108).

Regarding the comparison between mothers' and fathers' 
stress, six studies revealed higher parental stress in moth-
ers (S26, S44, S47, S55, S62, S82). In contrast, two studies 
found higher stress among fathers (S67, S89). In a pre–post 
COVID-19 comparison, mothers and fathers had simi-
lar stress levels before the pandemic, but fathers reported 
higher stress during the pandemic (S77). Finally, four stud-
ies found no significant differences between mothers and 
fathers (S37, S61, S72, S75).
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Discussion

The primary objective of this study was to provide a sys-
tematic review of the existing research on the antecedents of 
parental stress in early childhood. Relying on ecological par-
enting and parental stress models, this review aimed to: (1) 
characterize the included studies in terms of methodologies 
and populations used; (2) identify the variables examined as 
predictors of parental stress in the 0–3 years period; and (3) 
identify gaps in the literature to suggest directions for future 
studies. We moved forward from previous reviews by focus-
ing specifically on parental stress in the general population 
and in children aged 0–3 years. Main contributions and gaps 
of the included studies are discussed below.

Design, Measures, and Cultural Contexts of Parental 
Stress Research

We observed a predominance of longitudinal studies using 
self-report measures. The notable share of studies that 
adopted longitudinal approaches may reflect both the avail-
ability of cohort datasets (e.g., Early Head Start, FFCWS) 
and a broader methodological shift toward tracking change 
over time. Multiple waves help clarify determinants and out-
comes, also offering a view of how stress unfolds. Regard-
ing measures, the PSI (Abidin et al., 2006) was frequently 
used, which reflects its predominance in the parental stress 
field (Øygarden et al., 2022). However, some of PSI sub-
scales (e.g., “Difficult Child”) include items less suited to 
the infant period, which may decrease sensitivity to early 
caregiving realities (Schappin et al., 2013). Despite the PSI 
predominance, some studies used the Parental Stress Scale 
(Berry & Jones, 1995), which provides a complementary 
perspective by including the bidirectional nature of the par-
ent–child relationship (Louie et al., 2017).

Although most included studies relied on original data, 
a considerable number used secondary datasets (e.g., 
FFCWS). These datasets can enhance the representative-
ness of research, since they often focus on specific samples, 
such as vulnerable populations (Baldwin et al., 2022). How-
ever, some concerns emerge from their repeated use: some 
parental stress measures in these datasets were not validated 
scales, which may explain some of the inconsistent find-
ings reported; additionally, repeated use of the same dataset 
across multiple studies may overemphasize certain findings 
(Tripathy, 2013). For example, this may help explain the 
mixed findings of education as a predictor of parental stress. 
Although 22 studies examined education, nine of them drew 
on overlapping datasets: studies S13, S29, and S83 used the 
same CoronaBy sample; studies S67 and S89 relied on the 
same Canadian sample; and studies S24, S62, S69, and S86 
used data from the FFWCS.

Most studies were conducted in Western contexts, pre-
dominantly with White, married or cohabiting participants. 
However, an increasing number of studies have emerged 
from Asian and Middle Eastern countries, which differ from 
Western societies in terms of family functioning. Western 
cultures are generally individualistic, emphasizing equal-
ity within family relationships, with nuclear families being 
more common than extended ones (Hofstede, 1980). In con-
trast, the Asian and Middle Eastern cultures are character-
ized by a collectivist orientation, reflected in close family 
interdependence and more robust support systems (Hofst-
ede, 1980). These cultural distinctions likely influence how 
parents experience stress, as well as which determinants 
become more salient in each context (Matias et al., 2023; 
Roskam et al., 2022). Specifically in our review, having a 
partner or higher income was unrelated to parental stress in 
European samples, but appeared more influential in other 
cultural contexts. Cultural differences were more evident 
in sociodemographic determinants and family context fac-
tors (e.g., social support) than in psychological or relational 
variables. This pattern may suggest that internal symptoms 
and within-family dynamics predict parental stress similarly 
across cultures, while sociodemographic conditions (e.g., 
partnership status, socioeconomic level, number of chil-
dren) and available support systems differ in their influence.

Finally, as in much of the parenting literature, moth-
ers were overrepresented, and fathers appeared less fre-
quently (Cabrera et al., 2018; Volling & Palkovitz, 2021). 
Our review nonetheless identified more father-focused 
work than Fang et al.’s (2022) review, reflecting a growing 
attention to fatherhood. Even so, when both parents were 
included, they were often analyzed as a single group, which 
may hide gendered patterns and actor–partner dynamics. 
Designs that explicitly model interdependence (e.g., actor–
partner interdependence models) may yield more nuanced 
insight into how stress is shaped within couples (Coutts et 
al., 2019; d’Orsi & Diniz, 2025; Westman, 2002).

Risk and Protective Factors for Parental Stress in 
Early Childhood

Overall, the literature on parental stress has placed greater 
emphasis on risk factors than on protective ones, a pattern 
also observed by Fang et al. (2022). Within risk factors, par-
ents’ psychological factors were the most commonly inves-
tigated in association with parental stress, with depressive 
symptoms playing an important role in increasing parental 
stress. This pattern is consistent with broader evidence on the 
mutual reinforcement of psychological symptoms and stress 
(Anding et al., 2016; Dennis et al., 2018). Parents experi-
encing depressive symptoms may struggle with emotion 
regulation, experience self-doubt, and reduce engagement 
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with parenting responsibilities, which can make everyday 
caregiving feel more demanding and, in turn, heighten 
stress (Agostini et al., 2022; Alves et al., 2022; Vismara et 
al., 2016). Children’s emotional and behavioral problems 
were another highly studied risk domain: externalizing and 
internalizing difficulties likely require greater cognitive, 
emotional, and physical investment from parents, contribut-
ing to a sense of challenge and elevated stress (Alakortes et 
al., 2017; Szymańska & Aranowska, 2019; Van Der Pol et 
al., 2016).

Perinatal factors, though examined less often, also 
emerged as a risk factor for parental stress. Pregnancy, child-
birth, and the postpartum period constitute a critical win-
dow during which parents reorganize their roles and learn to 
care for a new child (Bakermans‐Kranenburg et al., 2019). 
Mothers, in particular, navigate substantial physiological 
changes and demands associated with pregnancy, birth, the 
puerperium, and breastfeeding (Thurow, 2016). This phase 
is often characterized as stressful (Lévesque et al., 2020; 
Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2021), and the studies identified 
in this review consistently suggest that adverse events and 
emotional distress heighten parental stress during this time. 
Another less studied risk factor was the COVID-19 pan-
demic and its associated changes. In some cases, circum-
stances during this period turned normally protective factors 
into risks, such as having to rely on daycare.

The protective factors studied more frequently were the 
mother-father relationship and social support. The quality 
of the couple relationship and coparenting were consistently 
found to buffer parental stress, suggesting that a cooperative 
partnership can mitigate individual stress during the high-
demand early years (Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2016). Social 
support within the family and informal networks similarly 
operated as a protective factor, aligning with the view that 
parenting is more manageable when embedded in strong 
support systems (Akaroğlu, 2023; Young et al., 2020). Such 
support may reduce stress by offering emotional connection, 
practical assistance, and advice (Knoester & Petts, 2017; 
Ranta et al., 2023).

Sociodemographic factors were widely examined but 
with mixed findings, in line with prior reviews (Fang et al., 
2022; Philpott et al., 2017). Two context-dependent patterns 
seem to emerge. On the one hand, families facing struc-
tural disadvantage (e.g., low SES) seem to experience high 
parental stress due to financial constraints, limited time, and 
reduced access to supportive resources (Alen et al., 2020; 
Coba-Rodriguez & Lleras, 2022; Horne et al., 2022). On 
the other hand, more advantaged families (e.g., White, high 
SES) also seem to report elevated parental stress in some 
contexts, which can be explained by intensive parenting 
norms, information overload, and higher self-imposed and 
societal expectations (Meeussen & Van Laar, 2018; Mohr 

& Sonnentag, 2023; Venard et al., 2024). This pattern is 
illustrated in the findings by Parkes and colleagues (2015), 
which showed that mothers with either low or high levels of 
education reported more stress when compared with those 
with intermediate education. These mixed findings signal 
the need for further research but also invite a more optimis-
tic interpretation: parental stress may be less dependent on 
sociodemographic factors (e.g., income and education) and 
more responsive to modifiable contexts and support (e.g., 
mental health, social support).

Although relatively few studies directly examine gen-
der differences, the available evidence requires attention. 
According to the OECD Family Database (OECD, 2023), 
women across the globe tend to spend more time than men 
on care work as a primary activity, which likely contributes 
to greater burden and higher parental stress among moth-
ers. Nevertheless, some studies in this review have reported 
higher stress among fathers than mothers. Fathers are also 
vulnerable to emotional difficulties in the perinatal period 
(Philpott et al., 2017; Widarsson et al., 2015), potentially 
reflecting lower emotional preparedness and less support 
from health professionals and informational resources 
(Knoester & Petts, 2017; Ranta et al., 2023), making them 
similarly susceptible to parental stress. Because research in 
this area has largely focused on mothers, it remains unclear 
whether risk and protective factors operate similarly for both 
parents; thus, more gender-sensitive research is needed.

In general, our findings align with Fang et al. (2022) in 
highlighting parents’ psychological symptoms, children’s 
problem behaviors, and social support as central predictors 
of parental stress. Our findings also extend prior work by 
underscoring the prominence of marital and coparenting 
quality and the importance of perinatal experiences, factors 
that are particularly salient in the early childhood phase.

Strengths and Limitations

This review's main strength is the inclusion of a large num-
ber of studies, which provides a systematic review of the 
factors examined as antecedents of parental stress across 
multiple levels. However, this also represents a limitation, 
as the considerable heterogeneity in variables and method-
ologies made synthesis challenging, and findings related 
to specific variables should be interpreted with caution. 
Another strength is the inclusion of high-quality studies by 
following the criteria of Kmet and colleagues (2004).

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, by 
including only peer-reviewed empirical articles published in 
the last 12 years, potentially relevant sources such as book 
chapters and grey literature were excluded, as they were not 
indexed in the databases searched. Second, in line with our 
focus on parental stress in typical family contexts, studies 
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examining pathological processes or stress in high-risk con-
texts (e.g., incarcerated parents) were not included. Third, 
qualitative studies were also excluded due to our goal to 
identify predictors of parental stress, despite their potential 
to provide deeper insights into contradictory findings and 
less explored dimensions of parental stress. Although the 
review included studies in English, Portuguese, and Span-
ish, language restrictions may have introduced selection 
bias. Moreover, studies focused mostly on Western, mar-
ried, and high-income mothers, which limits the generaliz-
ability of the findings to fathers and families from minority 
groups or low-resource settings. The limited representation 
of fathers further contributes to an overemphasis on mater-
nal experiences and has implications not only for fathers’ 
mental health but also for the well-being of their partners 
and children (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; Cabrera et 
al., 2014, 2018).

Methodological limitations were also evident. Approxi-
mately one-third of the studies were cross-sectional, restrict-
ing the ability to infer causality; most associations should 
therefore be interpreted as correlational. In addition, all 
studies relied on self-report measures, which may introduce 
bias, particularly among fathers, who are known to underre-
port mental health difficulties (Bergin et al., 2013). Further-
more, despite excluding low-quality studies, a considerable 
number still failed to report key demographic character-
istics, such as socioeconomic status, ethnicity, or parents’ 
employment status. Finally, in line with systematic review 
procedures, the magnitude of effect sizes was not assessed, 
limiting our ability to determine which determinants exert 
the strongest influence and to evaluate the consistency of 
findings across different contexts. Despite these limita-
tions, this review represents an important step in mapping 
the determinants of parental stress through a systematic and 
ecological lens.

Future Research and Practical Implications

Building on these insights, it is essential to consider how 
future research can address the identified gaps. First, there 
is a need to move beyond the overrepresentation of West-
ern biological heterosexual families in literature to include 
more diverse samples (e.g., single-parent, ethnic minorities). 
This is essential to understand how parental stress operates 
across different socio-economic, cultural, and policy con-
texts (Masarik & Conger, 2017). Second, future studies 
should prioritize the inclusion of fathers and adopt dyadic 
designs to capture the interdependence between partners in 
shaping stress experiences, shifting from a maternal-centric 
perspective to a more holistic, family-oriented approach 
(Volling & Cabrera, 2025; Volling et al., 2019). Third, 
sociocultural factors received relatively limited attention, a 

finding consistent with Fang et al. (2022). Therefore, future 
research should further examine how cultural norms, par-
enting beliefs, and employment conditions contribute to 
parental stress. Given the rise of dual-earner households and 
evolving gender roles (Bianchi & Milkie, 2010; Diniz et al., 
2025), future work could benefit from examining how job 
demands, flexibility, and workplace support shape parental 
stress, including spillover and work–family conflict path-
ways. At a broader level, societal norms, policy environ-
ments, and cultural expectations may play a significant role 
in shaping parental stress and should be addressed to cap-
ture differences across global contexts (Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris, 1998; Cabrera et al., 2014). Greater attention should 
also be given to the perinatal phase, as this period poses 
unique stressors related to breastfeeding, adapting to infant 
routines, sleep deprivation, and social isolation (Kline et al., 
1991; Kuersten-Hogan & McHale, 2021). Finally, future 
research should increasingly employ longitudinal, multi-
method approaches that combine self-report measures with 
observational or physiological data to capture the complex-
ity of parental stress processes more accurately. We also 
recommend careful consideration of the parental stress 
measure, as some instruments may not be well-suited to the 
early childhood period (Øygarden et al., 2022).

Findings of this review also suggest important impli-
cations for clinical practice and public policy. Clinicians 
should screen parents for psychological symptoms in the 
perinatal phase, as these were consistently associated with 
higher levels of parental stress. This recommendation aligns 
with guidance from the American Academy of Pediatrics 
(American Academy of Pediatrics, 2022), which advocates 
for the identification of parental mental health difficulties in 
pediatric settings. Although screening for prenatal and post-
partum depression is already recommended in several coun-
tries, its implementation remains inconsistent and not fully 
standardized across contexts (Australian Institute of Health 
& Welfare, 2024; Coker et al., 2024). We also suggest that 
clinicians provide targeted interventions to promote parental 
mental health during early childhood. Examples include the 
Mothers and Babies Program (Ahmed et al., 2023; Hamil et 
al., 2021), the ROSE program (Zlotnick et al., 2016), Be a 
Mom (Fonseca et al., 2019), and Supporting Father Involve-
ment (Pruett et al., 2019), all of which have demonstrated 
effectiveness in reducing depressive symptoms and promot-
ing parental well-being. Efforts to strengthen couples’ and 
coparenting relationships are essential, given their buffering 
effect on parental stress. Interventions should also include 
skills for problem-solving, mutual support, and shared 
parenting responsibilities, such as the Family Foundations 
(Feinberg et al., 2014) and the Baby Triple P (McPherson 
et al., 2022). At the community and policy level, building 
robust support networks for parents is crucial. Policies that 
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promote family well-being, such as equitable and extended 
parental leave for both mothers and fathers, affordable and 
accessible childcare services, and family-friendly work-
place practices, can help reduce structural stressors and 
improve family functioning.

Taken together, this review provides a comprehensive 
and ecologically grounded synthesis of the factors exam-
ined as antecedents of parental stress in early childhood. By 
identifying multilevel risk and protective factors, it under-
scores the importance of integrated approaches in research, 
practice, and policy to support parents and promote family 
well-being across diverse contexts.
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