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Abstract

Despite the joy and pride it can bring, parenting comes with its share of challenges and negative emotions. It can 
even sometimes lead to suffering in the parental role. Parental burnout (PB) encompasses a range of negative 
feelings including exhaustion, emotional distancing, and a loss of pleasure in parental roles. This article explores 
the complexities of parental burnout, distinguishing it from ordinary parenting stress, and examines its preva-
lence, antecedents, and consequences. Despite having been recognised since the 1980s, empirical research on PB 
has surged in the last fifteen years. A validated tool, the Parental Burnout Assessment (PBA), facilitates measure-
ment and understanding of the disorder. It revealed that approximately 5% of parents globally are affected, with 
significant variations influenced by cultural contexts and individualistic values. Key risk factors include personal 
traits, parenting practices, and family dynamics, while specific mediators in the relation between culture and 
parental burnout, such as parental self-discrepancy, affect burnout levels. The article discusses the bidirectional 
effects of PB on children’s behaviour and parental relationships, highlighting increased neglect and aggression. 
Prevention and treatment are considered essential, emphasising the importance of early identification and com-
passionate support. Interventions focused on rebalancing parental stressors and resources have shown promising 
results, reducing symptoms and associated risks of neglect and violence. Ultimately, the article underscores that 
while parental burnout is a serious concern, it is both a preventable and treatable condition, offering hope for 
affected families through targeted psychological support.
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Introduction

In most cultures around the world, parenting is associated with positive emotions such as joy, pride, 
and love. The celebrations surrounding births reflect this widely held emotional context. However, being a 
parent also involves moments of doubt, despair, feelings of failure or helplessness, anger, and fear. These 
negative emotions are often less emphasised, less recognised, and less audible. Parents struggling with neg-
ative emotions in their role often feel disoriented, ashamed, and alone. 

A wealth of literature has nevertheless focused on parental stress, considered an integral part of par-
enting (Deater-Deckard, 2014). Parental stress is a normal response to the challenges of parenting, which typ-
ically comes and goes. On the other hand, parental burnout, which emerged in the 1980s, is a more severe and 
chronic condition (Mikolajczak et al., 2019). It is marked by extreme exhaustion, emotional distancing from 
one’s children, and a loss of satisfaction in the parenting role. The concepts of parental stress and parental 
burnout are related but distinct concepts with an association of around .50 (Mikolajczak et al., 2023). It is only 
in the last fifteen years that parental burnout has seen unprecedented growth in empirical research.  The term 
burnout is well known in professional life. It was in the 1960s that the term “burnout” appeared in the pro-
fessional field with Bradley (1969). Freudenberger (1974) observed that some of the volunteers who worked 
with him were suddenly exhausted, drained—literally “burnt out”—by contact with patients. He said of these 
volunteers that they resemble a candle that, after lighting for many hours, has burned out from within and 
offers only an outdated flame. For this author, burnout was a trouble of the fighter, of the hyper invested. It was 
Christina Maslach who, in the early 1970s, devoted her scientific work to professional burnout. She observed 
that some caregivers came to detach themselves from their patients, to consider them as “cases” and not as 
people. She noticed that these caregivers were exhausted, that they were no longer fulfilled, no longer did they 
work well, and sometimes even became cynical (Maslach, 1976).  For this author, burnout was the trouble of 
those who take their job of caring and helping others too much to heart.

Maslach proposed a tridimensional conception of job burnout, which was considered as a syndrome 
resulting from lasting exposure to excessive work stress. People in burnout feel emotionally and physically 
exhausted by their work, they also tend to depersonalise the beneficiaries of their job (as the nurses who 
refer to their patients as “the stomach of room 21” rather than as Mrs Johnson, for example). And they feel 
as they are not as efficient as they used to be. Research has shown that this is not only a perception since 
burned out employees do make more errors (Garcia et al., 2019). 

The parallel between job and parental burnout is particularly interesting because parents can be 
considered as persons who fight for their children, who are hyper involved in their role as parents. And 
parenting is a job of caring and helping someone else. The idea of parental burnout originally came from 
two men, Procaccini and Kiefaver (1983), who worked and consulted on job burnout. They did not do any 
research on parental burnout but wrote a book in which they drew a parallel between job burnout and 
parental burnout. Their idea was later tested by Pelsma (1989), who found evidence for the first and third 
dimensions of burnout but not the second. He then gave up the idea. Fortunately, the idea was later taken 
up by researchers in health psychology who showed that parents of ill or disabled children were more likely 
to suffer from burnout than control parents. Scientifically, the idea of parental burnout was born. But do 
parents really need to have an ill or disabled child to be at risk of parental burnout? 

The first symptom of parental burnout is physical and emotional exhaustion related to the parental 
role, leaving the parent with zero energy to care for their children. The second symptom differs somewhat 
from the depersonalisation observed in job burnout. As Pelsma (1989) discovered, depersonalisation is not 
characteristic of parental burnout. Instead of perceiving their children as objects, burnt-out parents exhibit 
emotional distancing from their children. Parents continue to care for their basic needs. They feed them, drive 
them to school, but do little beyond that. They behave in an autopilot mode with very little emotional involve-
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ment in parenting.  The third factor is a loss of pleasure and feelings of being fed up with parenting. Parents do 
not feel happy when they spend time with the child whether during meals, play, or caregiving. The third factor 
was also somewhat different from the third symptom of job burnout since parents do not lose their sense of 
efficacy, they still know how to parent and care for their children. But what they lose is the pleasure to parent 
them. The fourth and last factor refers to the contrast perceived between the current and previous parental 
self: the parent no longer recognises themselves. They are not the parent they wanted to be, or they were 
before the episode of burnout. This contrast is often noticed by both the partner and the children who do not 
recognise their mother or father. Importantly, parents’ testimonies showed that burnout was a context-related 
syndrome. These symptoms are experienced in the parental role. And for burnt-out parents, their job is like a 
“safe haven” where they feel good. The reverse is true for people experiencing job burnout. For them, the fam-
ily is the safe heaven and in the family context, they do not feel exhausted, detached, and inefficacious.  

Based on these four dimensions, the Parental Burnout Assessment (PBA, Roskam et al., 2018) was de-
veloped to evaluate the presence and severity of this disorder. The PBA is currently the gold standard measure 
of parental burnout. It has been validated in the 15 most widely spoken languages, and externally validated 
clinical cut-offs are now available to discriminate between parents who are not in burnout, those who are at-
risk, and parents who suffer from extreme fatigue (Roskam et al., 2022). Having a validated measurement tool 
has facilitated the rapid expansion of the research field in many regions around the world. Studies have par-
ticularly focused on the prevalence of parental burnout, its specificities regarding close concepts as parental 
stress, job burnout, depression or parenthood regret, its antecedents, its consequences, and ways to prevent 
and treat it. Hereafter, we will summarise the main findings in each of these issues.

Prevalence of Parental Burnout: A Global Perspective

What is the prevalence of parental burnout? How common is this phenomenon among parents, and 
does its prevalence vary across cultural contexts? To address these questions, we conducted a comparative 
analysis of the point prevalence of parental burnout across 42 countries (Roskam et al., 2021). Point preva-
lence refers to the proportion of a population experiencing a specific disorder within a defined timeframe. 
It is typically lower than both 12-month prevalence and lifetime prevalence, which indicates the likelihood 
of experiencing a burnout episode at some point during one’s parenting role. As shown in Figure 1, our find-
ings reveal that the worldwide point prevalence of parental burnout stands at approximately 5%, but that 
large variations exist across countries.

Figure 1 
Point prevalence of parental burnout worldwide
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To put this into context, around 200,000 parents in Belgium, 900,000 in France, and over 5 million 
in the United States are currently experiencing severe symptoms of burnout in their parental roles.

In most of the countries studied, we also observed a gender disparity, with a ratio of two burnt-
out mothers for every father. This discrepancy likely arises from the societal perception of mothers as 
primary caregivers, rendering them more vulnerable to parenting stress than fathers. The prevalence 
of parental burnout also varies significantly across countries and cultures, with higher rates generally 
found in Western nations compared to non-Western countries. Culture, as a broad concept encompassing 
sociodemographic, economic, and sociological factors, plays a crucial role in understanding these dif-
ferences. To identify which factors account for the variations in parental burnout across countries, we 
employed a multilevel model, treating parental burnout as the dependent variable. Our analysis indicat-
ed that individualistic values accounted for the greatest variance in parental burnout globally. Parents 
raising their children in cultures characterised by high individualism are at greater risk of experiencing 
burnout (Roskam et al., 2021).

What factors contribute to the heightened risk of parental burnout in individualistic cultures?  In 
other words, how does raising children in a society shaped by individualistic values affect parental behav-
iours or attitudes, which in turn increase the risk of burnout in the parenting role? We addressed this ques-
tion in a recent study (Roskam et al., 2023). The primary mediator identified was parental self-discrepancy. 
Parents from individualistic societies are more likely to perceive a gap between their socially prescribed pa-
rental identity and their actual parenting experience. This perception of inadequacy increases the likelihood 
of burnout. Western societal standards for parenting may be so demanding that parents feel perpetually 
insufficient in their roles, which leads to exhaustion and dissatisfaction.

The second significant mediator is parental task-sharing. In individualistic cultures, the heavy re-
sponsibilities of parenting are often viewed as the sole burden of the individual parent, resulting in a re-
luctance to seek help. This self-reliance can hinder the sharing of parenting duties with other caregivers, 
supporting findings from other fields. Research in areas such as healthcare and corporate settings indicates 
that individualistic cultural norms, which favour self-sufficiency, are associated with increased burnout and 
related outcomes (Roskam et al., 2023).

The third mediator is the pursuit of agency and self-directed socialisation goals. Parents in individ-
ualistic contexts emphasise values of independence and self-reliance, instilling these ideals in their children 
from an early age. This focus on autonomy can diminish parental authority, requiring parents to navigate ne-
gotiations rather than enforce compliance. Consequently, parenting becomes more demanding and stress-
ful, with no guarantee of a child’s obedience (Roskam et al., 2023).

These three mediating mechanisms accounted for 21% of the relationship between country-level 
individualism and parental burnout. Although this figure is significant, it also suggests that 79% of the im-
pact of individualism on parental burnout is mediated by other factors not addressed in the study (Roskam 
et al., 2023).

The work on cultural influences on parental burnout is still ongoing. However, we cannot yet dis-
miss the possibility that some observed differences might arise from methodological artifacts. Specifical-
ly, the PBA—the gold standard for measuring parental burnout—was developed by Western researchers 
based on the experiences of Western parents (Roskam et al., 2018). It remains feasible that the PBA may not 
adequately capture culturally specific symptoms of burnout, potentially leading to underreported preva-
lence in non-Western nations. Future research is needed to explore the existence of culturally specific signs 
of exhaustion, which may contribute to enriching our understanding of universal and culture-specific char-
acteristics of parental burnout.
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The Specificity of Parental Burnout

Is parental burnout really distinct from ordinary parenting stress? Is parental burnout merely a mani-
festation of lazy parenting? To explore whether the stress experienced by parents undergoing burnout is genu-
inely elevated, we investigated biological indicators, specifically hair cortisol levels, as one of the most reliable 
markers of chronic stress (Greff et al., 2019). Hair samples allow us to measure cortisol accumulation over 
varying timeframes: one month (1 cm), two months (2 cm), or three months (3 cm) from a strand collected at 
the back of the scalp. Beyond that length, the hair becomes too damaged for accurate assessment.

Our study compared hair cortisol levels between parents in burnout and demographically matched 
control parents—those of similar age, gender, number of children, income, education, and employment sta-
tus who felt fulfilled in their parenting role. The findings revealed that parents experiencing burnout exhibit 
significantly increased levels of cortisol, approximately twice those of normal parents. Notably, these levels 
surpass those found in individuals suffering from chronic pain or victims of domestic violence. This under-
scores that parental burnout is not merely a psychological construct; it is also an objective reality measura-
ble through biological markers (Brianda, Roskam, & Mikolajczak, 2020).

In distinguishing parental burnout from ordinary stress, we also considered its relationship with 
similar syndromes, particularly job burnout and depression. As both parental and job burnout are stress-re-
lated disorders, questions arise about their correlation. If burnout in one domain inevitably leads to burn-
out in another, we would expect a high correlation between the two among working parents. However, exist-
ing studies indicate a moderate correlation, suggesting that burnout is context-specific: one can experience 
burnout in one realm without succumbing to it in another. Our meta-analysis of seven studies revealed an 
average correlation of 0.36 between parental and job burnout. Similarly, the relationship between parental 
burnout and depression showed a moderate to large correlation, averaging 0.55 (Mikolajczak et al., 2023; 
Mikolajczak et al., 2020).

To further delineate the conceptual boundaries of parental burnout, we examined its proximity to 
the concept of parenthood regret (Roskam et al., in revision). While both constructs emerged and received 
scholarly attention around the same period, they have historically been studied within separate research 
streams. Parenthood regret is defined as a self-conscious emotion stemming from past decisions—specif-
ically, the decision to have a child—which leads to current dissatisfaction in parental fulfilment. Regret is 
a universal emotion present from childhood but holds significant weight in the parental context due to its 
association with the child.

Using Latent Profile Analysis on two independent samples, we identified four distinct profiles: a 
group of parents with low levels of both parental burnout and parenthood regret; a second group exhib-
iting high levels of parental burnout but lower levels of regret; a third group with high levels of regret but 
lower burnout; and a final group with elevated levels of both burnout and regret. Notably, the largest cohort 
consisted of parents with low levels of both constructs, accounting for approximately 70% (69.1% in Study 
1 and 78.9% in Study 2). Conversely, approximately 15% of participants demonstrated high parenthood 
regret with lower burnout; around 7% displayed high parental burnout with lower regret; and only about 
4% exhibited elevated levels of both constructs.

Our analysis suggests that a model in which parental burnout and parenthood regret manifest as 
separate latent factors fits the data better than a model unifying them under a single construct of parental 
distress. Consequently, we can conclude that parental burnout and parenthood regret are distinct phenome-
na: one may experience parental burnout without expressing regret, and vice versa. In some instances, both 
experiences may coexist (Roskam et al., in revision).
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The Antecedents of Parental Burnout

Do certain parent populations face a higher risk of burnout than others? For instance, are parents 
of young children, adolescents, single parents, or parents of children with special needs at greater risk? Our 
studies have contested several prevailing myths. We found no increased risk for parents of young children or 
adolescents, nor for those with gifted children. The risk was slightly elevated for single parents and those in 
precarious situations, but it was particularly high among parents with children with special needs (Roskam 
& Mikolajczak, 2023).

If there is no profile of parents at risk of burnout, why do some parents experience burnout while 
others do not? This question invites an exploration of the aetiology of parental burnout. Much research has 
been conducted in the organisational sector, where the prevailing model suggests that burnout occurs when 
individuals face chronic high demands in a context lacking sufficient resources to meet those demands. Does 
this model hold true within the realm of parenting?

If this hypothesis is correct, we would anticipate that parental burnout arises when the factors 
contributing to parental stress exceed those that mitigate it.  We examined five sets of risk factors. The first 
set encompasses sociodemographic factors. These include the number and ages of children, family struc-
ture (e.g., single-parent, same-sex, or blended families), net household income, and living space size. The 
second one comprises the situational factors. This category encompasses challenges such as having a child 
with chronic illnesses, learning difficulties, or special needs. The third one is about personal factors. Traits 
such as emotional competence, emotion regulation, neuroticism, and parental perfectionism fall under this 
category. Fourth, we studied the set of parenting factors including poor child-rearing practices, for example. 
Fifth, we considered a set of family functioning factors. A lack of support from a co-parent and overall family 
disorganisation are some examples. We finally considered corresponding sets of factors that contribute to 
parental resources (i.e., factors that alleviate parental stress) to provide a balanced perspective (Mikola-
jczak, Raes, et al., 2018).

Our findings revealed that sociodemographic and situational factors account for less variance in pa-
rental burnout compared to personal factors, parenting practices, and family dynamics. This led us to devel-
op an instrument designed to measure the balance (or imbalance) between significant risks and resources, 
referred to as the Balance of Risks and Resources (BR2; Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018). 

To validate our model, we conducted a longitudinal study investigating both cross-sectional and 
prospective relationships between the balance score and instances of parental burnout. As illustrated in 
Figure 2, parents whose balance leans toward the negative—indicating that the cumulative weight of risk 
factors surpasses the available resources—are particularly susceptible to burnout. Specifically, when the 
balance score falls below zero, parents are categorised as experiencing daily symptoms of parental burnout. 
This correlation was consistently observed in both cross-sectional and prospective analyses. Thus, it can be 
asserted that parental burnout arises from a chronic imbalance between parenting stressors and available 
resources. It is important to note, however, that while this common aetiological mechanism exists, each case 
of parental burnout is unique. The specific stressors and resources involved in shaping the balance vary 
from parent to parent (Mikolajczak et al., 2023; Roskam & Mikolajczak, 2018).

The BR2 model has two important implications. The first is that the factors serving as antecedents 
of parental burnout have their effects moderated by other factors present in the balance. These moderating 
factors can either exacerbate the risk of burnout or, conversely, act as a buffer against the antecedent fac-
tors. A few studies have been dedicated to examining these interaction effects between stress factors and 
resources within the balance (e.g., Bayot et al., 2021; Lin et al., 2021; Lin et al., 2022). The second implication 
is that parental burnout is not a static condition. The number and nature of the factors present in the bal-
ance, as well as the imbalance between stress factors and resources, fluctuate over time, leading to changes 
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in the level of parental burnout at the intrapersonal level. Therefore, parental burnout should be viewed as 
a dynamic concept rather than a static experience. This has been demonstrated in longitudinal studies (e.g., 
Piotrowski, 2023; Roskam & Mikolajczak, 2021).

The Consequences of Parental Burnout

What happens when a parent experiences burnout? The consequences of parental burnout are mul-
tifaceted, impacting the parent, their children, and their relationship with their spouse.

Research indicates that parents suffering from burnout often experience increased irritability, guilt, 
and shame, which can lead to feelings of self-hatred. Additionally, they may develop physical symptoms. 
The connection between physical symptoms and parental burnout is not surprising because elevated cor-
tisol levels in the body are a significant contributor to these outcomes. Chronic stress, as indicated by high 
cortisol levels, can exacerbate pre-existing health issues. Burnt-out parents sometimes engage in increased 
alcohol consumption. 

Moreover, the overwhelming desire to escape their unbearable parenting situation may manifest 
as thoughts of self-harm or suicidal ideation (Mikolajczak, Brianda, et al., 2018; Mikolajczak et al., 2019). It 
is noteworthy that suicidal ideation is considerably more prevalent among parents experiencing burnout 
than in cases of job burnout or depression. While individuals facing professional burnout may access med-
ical leave or change careers to alleviate stress, parents lack similar avenues for distancing themselves from 
the source of their stress—their parental responsibilities. Since parenting is a role from which one cannot 
resign, some parents may develop extreme thoughts, including suicidal ideation.

The effects of parental burnout extend to children as well, leading to increased neglectful and ag-
gressive behaviours. While depression raises the risk of neglect by a factor of six and violence by a factor 
of seven, parental burnout escalates the risk of neglect by a staggering factor of 13 and the likelihood of 
violence by a factor of 20 (Mikolajczak et al., 2019).

Figure 2
The prospective association between the Balance of Risks and Resources 
(BR2) and levels of parental burnout 6 months later (in Wave 2)

Note. Category 1 = 2/3 of the symptoms never to a few times a year; Category 
2 = once a month or less; Category 3 = a few times a month; Category 4 = a 
few times a week; Category 5 = every day.
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One poignant testimony comes from Elisabeth, a mother of two, who shared: “I experienced very 
intense outbursts directed at my daughter. Her screams and cries were unbearable, and I found myself en-
gaging in severe verbal aggression. Although I strived to avoid physical violence, there were moments when 
I felt an overwhelming desire to harm her. One incident involved putting her down for a nap; when she 
resisted, I lost control and, at that moment, realised I could jeopardise my children’s safety.” (Hubert & Au-
joulat, 2018).

Our recent research also identified a bidirectional effect of parental burnout on children’s behav-
iour, noting a transactional relationship where difficult behaviours increase parental burnout and vice ver-
sa. This cyclical dynamic creates a vicious cycle, exacerbating the challenges faced by both the parent and 
child (Woine et al., under review; Woine et al., 2024).

Lastly, parental burnout adversely affects romantic relationships, leading to increased distance and 
conflict between partners (Mikolajczak, Brianda, et al., 2018). Elisabeth further recounted her experiences, 
stating, “I felt exasperated by my children constantly demanding my attention. When my husband arrived 
home, I would often explode with frustration, venting my feelings towards him rather than addressing my 
children. Unfortunately, this resulted in verbal insults and created a toxic atmosphere.”

Prevention and Treatment of Parental Burnout

Addressing parental burnout is crucial, given both the disorder’s prevalence and its serious con-
sequences. Prevention is the first line of defence against parental burnout. Our research indicates that the 
symptoms of burnout do not manifest simultaneously; rather, they appear in a specific sequence (Roskam 
& Mikolajczak, 2021). The initial signs typically involve exhaustion, followed by emotional distancing and 
a loss of pleasure in parenting. Importantly, neglectful and aggressive behaviours towards children emerge 
when parents begin to emotionally detach (Hansotte et al., 2021). This detachment often results in dimin-
ished empathy, further exacerbating the cycle of disconnection.

Currently, many parents seek help only after reaching a severe level of burnout, which complicates 
prevention efforts. There is a societal stigma associated with acknowledging feelings of exhaustion or dis-
satisfaction in parenting. Being associated with positive emotions such as joy and pride, it is difficult for 
parents to admit when they feel overwhelmed in their role as mother or father. If we could enhance early 
identification and support for parents in the initial stages of exhaustion, we could mitigate the risks as-
sociated with burnout, including suicidal ideation, child neglect, and behavioural issues in children. This 
requires breaking the taboo surrounding parental burnout, and conferences like this one play a vital role in 
changing the conversation.

Both prevention and treatment of parental burnout require a compassionate approach. Burnt-out 
parents need a safe space where their feelings can be acknowledged without judgment. Admitting distress 
in parenting—feeling overwhelmed or losing enjoyment in time spent with children—can evoke shame and 
guilt. Thus, it is essential to approach these negative emotions with utmost respect and understanding.

Once parents feel heard, we can address the roots of parental burnout. Our aetiological model 
serves as a framework through which we can effectively reduce burnout symptoms (Mikolajczak & Roskam, 
2018). Longitudinal research indicates that parental burnout does not resolve spontaneously; therefore, we 
cannot rely on time alone for recovery. However, results from our randomised controlled trials demonstrat-
ed that targeted psychological interventions can significantly help parents by “rebalancing” their stressors 
and resources (Bayot et al., revised; Brianda, Roskam, Gross, et al., 2020).

The intervention begins with identifying the specific stressors and resources unique to each par-
ent’s situation. The nature, quantity, and impact of these factors vary among individuals. The goal of the 
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treatment is twofold: to reduce the number and weight of accumulated stressors—such as high parental 
standards—and to enhance the resources available to cope with current challenges. 

Our findings revealed that an 8-week group intervention is effective in facilitating this rebalanc-
ing process. Participants reported an average symptom reduction of 37%, sustained even three months 
post-treatment. Additionally, there was a 30% decrease in instances of child neglect among parents who 
underwent the intervention, illustrating the direct link between parental burnout and neglectful behaviour 
(Brianda, Roskam, Gross, et al., 2020).

Furthermore, the intervention significantly decreased parental violence against children. Reduc-
tions in burnout symptoms corresponded with lower incidences of violence, reinforcing the notion that 
these behaviours stem directly from parental burnout.

Notably, we also observed a 52% decrease in hair cortisol levels among parents, suggesting a phys-
iological recovery as their stress levels normalised to those of control parents. This objective measure cor-
roborates the subjective improvements reported by both parents and therapists, highlighting that treat-
ment yields tangible results.

Conclusion

In conclusion, while parental burnout is a severe and prevalent disorder with concerning conse-
quences for families, it is also a condition that can be effectively treated. With appropriate support, parents 
can recover, experience a reduction in symptoms, and see a corresponding decline in physiological stress. 
Importantly, the risk of child misbehaviour, neglect, and abuse can be significantly diminished with effective 
intervention.
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