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Extended Abstract

Introduction

From the time they are born, children need parental regulation and support to regulate their physiological and
behavioral functions. Therefore, inadequate, incorrect care, and neglect of children’s natural needs can have
significant consequences for them (Fitt et al., 2014). Neglect is the most common form of child abuse, which
involves the removal of basic and primary needs by caregivers (Norouzi & Maarefvand, 2014). Children who
have experienced abuse and neglect are at risk of problematic developmental, health, and psychological outcomes
such as cognitive and learning problems (Pears et al., 2008). Therefore, parenting processes in the range of
responsiveness-neglect of children’s needs play a decisive role in parenting outcomes.

In fulfilling their daily and relentless responsibilities for their children, parents face consequences such as
burnout and extreme fatigue from performing the repetitive and endless tasks of parenting. Burnout, as a chronic
condition resulting from high levels of parent-related stress and affected by an imbalance between parental
demands and the resources available to fulfill these demands, can lead parents to engage in child abuse and neglect
behaviors, and put children at risk for short- and long-term harmful consequences (Griffith, 2022). Parents who
experience financial stress or limited social support, or who lack access to resources such as childcare or other
social services (Lin et al., 2022; Kerr et al., 2021), experience higher levels of burnout. Parents with social
isolation symptoms may react to perceived loneliness and lack of social support in a variety of ways, including
emotional unavailability, inconsistent discipline, and emotional or physical neglect of their children.

Loneliness is perceived as a painful mental experience; a national survey by the Ohio State University Wexner
Medical Center (2024) found that many parents experience negative emotions such as isolation, loneliness, and
burnout due to the demands of parenting, and feel unsupported in this role. Perceptions of loneliness in parents,
resulting from perceived feelings of personal inadequacy, are associated with feelings of distrust or low self-
esteem, or isolation and alienation in social relationships (Nowland et al., 2021). Due to feelings of helplessness,
lack of psychosocial resources, feeling the burden of the child's needs, lack of support from others or support that
does not meet their needs, parents provide the basis for neglecting their children (Medora et al., 2001) and fatigue
from fulfilling daily parenting responsibilities. In the meantime, examining the role of gender is also noteworthy.

As primary caregivers, mothers spend more time with children and are therefore more likely to have conflict
with their children (Cui et al., 2016). In the study by Mikolajczak & Roskam (2020; Mousavi, 2020), mothers had
higher average levels of burnout than fathers. However, fathers were more vulnerable to the imbalance between
risks and supportive parenting resources than mothers, and suffered more detrimental consequences than mothers.

The study focuses on examining feelings of loneliness, burnout in parents, and neglect of children, taking into
account the moderating factor of gender, under the BR2 theoretical framework (Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018).

A model that emphasizes the balance between support sources and risk sources in understanding burnout in
parents, and when this balance is challenged in parents, or in other words, with an increase in risk sources such as
the experience of loneliness in parents, predicts the experience of burnout in them and predicts adverse parenting
outcomes in parents. Gender also plays a decisive role as a buffer in this regard.

Therefore, this study aims to investigate the relationship between loneliness and child neglect and the
mediating role of burnout at gender levels in this model, answering the following questions:

- Is there a significant relationship between loneliness in parents and child neglect?

- Is there a significant relationship between loneliness and burnout in parents?

- Is there a significant relationship between parental burnout and child neglect?

- Does parental burnout mediate the relationship between loneliness and child neglect in parents?

Methodology

The research method is descriptive and path analysis. The research population consists of all Iranian parents with
at least one child under home care, among whom, 142 mothers (59.2%) with MSD 5ge 40.95+5.60 with the number
of children between 1-5 and 98 fathers (40.8%) with MSDage 42.61+5.51 with the number of children between 1-
4 participated in the study through voluntary.

Research Measurements

Child Neglect Scale. This scale was developed by Roskam & Larzele (2024) and adapted from the Parenting
Practices Report by Robert et al. (1984) and assesses the degree of parental neglect of children in 6 items on a 5-
point Likert scale from “not at all like me” (1) to “exactly like me” (5). The reliability of this scale in this study
was .67 and .71 in the two groups of fathers and mothers, respectively.

Parental Burnout Assessment. This scale was developed by Roskam et al. (2017) in 23 items and includes four
subscales. The reliability of this scale in this study was .94 and .95 in the two groups of fathers and mothers,
respectively.

Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale. This scale is structured into 11 items on a four-point Likert scale from never
(1) to often (4) by Russell et al. (1980). The reliability of this scale in this study was .82 and .81 in the two groups
of fathers and mothers, respectively.
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Results

The results showed that there is a positive and significant relationship between neglect and parental burnout (r=.66,
p<.01), between parental burnout and loneliness (r=.31, p<.01), and between loneliness and neglect in fathers
(r=.24, p<.01). There is also a positive and significant relationship between parental burnout and loneliness (r=.21
p<.05), and between loneliness and neglect (r= .28, p< .01), but there is no positive and significant relationship
between parental burnout and neglect of children (r= .09, p>.05).

In examining the mediation model, the results showed that the total effect of the relationship between
loneliness and neglect is significant (= .27, p<.01). Also, the direct effect of loneliness on neglect is statistically
significant when the burnout is held constant (f=.21, p< .01). Also, loneliness leads to neglect in parents through
increased burnout (f=.06, CI .95 [.011, .15]).

Tablel. Results of the moderated mediation model

neglect Parental burnout
p SE b p SE b
Gender 22 84 104 48 856 5.95-
Loneliness 001 .02 .09 .005 .29 .82
Parental Burnout .68 .007 .001 - - -
Loneliness*Gender .08 .04 .08- 82 .43 .09
Parental Burnout*Gender .0001 .01 .08 - - -
R2 .28 .06
F 19.38 5.83

*Gender is coded as O=mothers and 1=fathers.

In examining the moderating role of gender, the results indicate that the direct or indirect effects differ
according to the levels of gender as a moderating variable, so that the direct effect of loneliness on neglect of
children in fathers (b= .54, p=.02) is not significant, but the indirect effect of loneliness on neglect of children
through burnout in fathers is significant (b=.08, [0.95, CI=.02, .18]), but in the mothers, the direct effect of
loneliness on neglect (b=.09, p<.001) is significant, and the indirect effect of loneliness through increased burnout
on neglect is not significant (b=.002, [0.95, Cl=-.007, .02]).

Parental
Burnout

o Child
. b=.09
Loneliness A —> Neglect

Figure 1. The moderating role of gender in the mediation model of burnout in the relationship between
loneliness and child neglect

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of the present study showed that there is a positive and significant relationship between loneliness and
parental burnout in both fathers and mothers. The results of this study can be considered consistent with the
findings of Lin et al. (2022; Kerr et al., 2021). Parents who perceive loneliness also suffer from feelings of
inadequacy in personal areas and, with a sense of self-doubt and experience isolation in social relationships
(Nowland et al., 2021), feel burdened in the area of carrying out parenting responsibilities and responding to the
needs of their children, and with a perception of not receiving support from others (Medora et al., 2001), feel tired
and drained of energy when faced with the daily and relentless tasks of parenting.

The results of this study also showed that there is a positive and significant relationship between parental
burnout and child neglect in fathers. The results of this study are consistent with the findings of Mikolajczak et
al. (2018; Griffith, 2022; Gawlik et al., 2025; Schmitz & Kriger, 2023). Parents who are exhausted in their
parenting role may have fewer resources to deal with various problems related to parenting. Recent research by
Blanchard et al. (2021; Piraino et al., 2024) showed that emotional distance between parents and children can play
an important role in maintaining parental burnout and related child maltreatment, making it difficult to interact
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with children, respond to their needs, and provide consistent and quality care, reducing their sensitivity to the
signs observed in their children, and disrupting their responsiveness to their needs.

The non-significant relationship between burnout and child neglect in mothers is inconsistent with various
studies (Mikolajczak et al., 2018; Mousavi, 2020). However, some studies with a gender approach to burnout have
shown that the BR2 mechanism operates in the same way for fathers and mothers, and fathers may be more
vulnerable to an imbalance between threat and support resources and may react more strongly to burnout (Roskam
& Mikolajczak, 2020). This finding requires further investigation, due to conflicting research evidence regarding
gender differences, across cultural differences, and in larger samples.

The mediating role of burnout in the relationship between loneliness and neglect, the results also showed that
loneliness leads to a neglectful reaction in parents by increasing burnout in parents. The study (Hubert & Aujoulat,
2018) showed that loneliness and disconnection from the surrounding world through feelings of alienation and
emotional exhaustion are associated with burnout in parents, de Heer et al. (2024) also showed in a meta-analysis
that parents who experience more loneliness consider themselves ineffective parents and display an unresponsive
role towards their children's needs in their interactions with them.

The moderating role of gender in the mediation model was also significant, and loneliness, along with
increased burnout symptoms, induced neglectful behaviors in fathers more than in mothers. This finding is
consistent with the results of studies by Roskam and Mikolajczak (2020) on how fathers react differently to
burnout compared to mothers. Although some studies (Mousavi, 2020) indicate differences between fathers and
mothers in the level of burnout, this study shows that loneliness in fathers leads to neglect when they have reached
a level of physical and mental exhaustion and the appearance of burnout symptoms, while mothers with a
perception of loneliness also gradually show signs of neglect and inattention to their children.

Since every study has limitations, controlling contextual variables such as parents' age, number of children,
type of parenting, etc., focusing on self-report questionnaires, especially questions related to neglect, which can
be influenced by the social desirability of parents in maintaining the maternal-paternal taboo, sampling available
due to ethical considerations, consent to participate in the study, parenting culture, especially ideal motherhood in
Iranian culture, which can affect the answers to questions in this area, are all limitations of the study. By attracting
the participation of parents in an open environment free from biased responses, penetrating the depth of their
parental attitudes through mixed methods, and maximal control of contextual variables, it is suggested for future
studies.
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