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and standards of families, while also changing expectations 
and roles played by family members, which is “characterized 
by a process of bidirectional influence among family 
members and the different environments that compose social 
systems” (Dessen & Polonia, 2007, p. 22).

In this context, men and women are encouraged to adopt 
traditional models of sexuality and a rigid division of roles 
and functions within the family according to sex (men as 
breadwinners and women as caregivers). At the same time, 
they are forced to adapt to social transformations, such as the 
requirements of the job market, valorization of individual 
growth, financial independence, and flexibility in the exercise 

The family is considered the first mediator between 
people and culture and it is through family interactions that 
social transformations are consolidated, influencing future 
family relationships. Technological, social and economic 
transformations favor changes in the structure, organization, 
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of gender roles (Perlin & Diniz, 2005). Such challenges in 
managing family and professional roles are especially true for 
families in which both the man and the woman in the couple 
have a professional occupation, and for women with greater 
frequency and intensity (Fontaine, 2007).

The theoretical framework adopted in this study is 
based on the theory of Ecological Systems, which focuses on 
the study of human development taking into consideration 
the individuals’ aspects and those of the process, time and 
context (Cecconello & Koller, 2003). In this study, the focus 
is on the aspects of development linked to the family context.

Family organization has gone through drastic changes 
over time due to economic, social and cultural changes. In 
Brazil, from the 1970s on, with the feminist revolution and 
industrial progress, the number of women with paid jobs 
increased steadily, consequently increasing the challenges 
families face in managing family and professional roles. 
Therefore, it is essential to study the family and the demands 
posed by professional life.

Considering such changes, families have shown 
different ways to reconcile the demands of professional roles 
and those of raising children. Many studies address child 
development based on the family relationships established 
when children are in their preschool period (Martinez, 1998; 
Martinez, Pamplin, & Fontaine, 2009; Matias, Andrade, 
Fontaine, Alves, & Martinez, 2008; Wagner, Predebon, 
Mosmann, & Verza, 2005).

Usually, the family is indicated as being responsible 
for a child’s developmental impairments due to factors such 
as: separation or marital difficulties; deficit in affective 
relationships; parental psychopathologies; alcoholism; 
lack of stimuli in academic activities; lack of the parental 
participation in school issues; lack of or low paternal 
participation (the father’s direct interaction and participation 
in care provided to children); death of parents and/or 
their prolonged absences; domestic violence; competitive 
relationships; siblings rivalry; and other factors. (Ferreira 
& Marturano, 2002; Marçal & Silva, 2006; Masten, 2001; 
Masten, Best, & Garmezy, 1990; Pianta & Walsh, 1996; 
Santos & Marturano, 1999; Williams & Aiello, 2004; Gomes, 
Crepaldi, & Brigas, 2013). These are considered risk factors 
for child development.

Risk factors can be defined as random negative events 
that increase the chances of an individual presenting 
physical, social or emotional problems over the course of life 
(Yunes & Szymanski, 2001); that is, risk factors are those 
factors that favor the emergence of negative developmental 
results and which are present in the family, school and in 
the community. Risks may have a biological, psychological 
or social nature, and may exist within the individual or 
in the environment, or in the interaction between the 
two (Yunes & Szymanski, 2001).

The influence of risk variables is associated with changes 
in parental practices and, consequently, in the involvement 
of parents with children and in their development (Alvarenga 

& Piccinini, 2001; Salvo, Silvares, & Toni, 2005; Santos & 
Marturano, 1999; Bolsoni-Silva & Marturano, 2007, 2008; 
Bolsoni-Silva & Loureiro, 2011).

Parental child-rearing practices refer to the strategies 
used by parents to achieve specific objectives in different 
domains (academic, social and affective) under certain 
circumstances and contexts. These strategies are designed 
to suppress inappropriate behavior or encourage appropriate 
behavior (Weber, Prado, Viezzer, & Brandenburg, 2004). 
Paying appropriate attention, providing explanations and 
using rewards are examples of positive parental child-
rearing practices, while lack of affection, non-enforcement 
of parental rules, and inconsistent punishment are examples 
of negative parental child-rearing practices (Gomide, 2006).

It is worth noting that, according to Weber et al. 
(2004), in contrast with child-rearing practices, parental 
styles refer to the global pattern of characteristics of 
interaction between parents and children. Hence, parental 
styles refer to the set of parents’ attitudes that creates 
an emotional climate in which the parents’ behavior is 
expressed, including parental practices and other aspects 
concerning the interaction between parents and children 
with an established objective, such as: tone of voice; body 
language; mood swings, among others.

An appropriate family environment and positive 
parental practices reduce or counterbalance the unfavorable 
effects of risk factors. Bolsoni-Silva and Marturano 
(2002), surveyed various studies on parental practices and 
behavioral problems in light of social abilities theory and 
indicate the parental skills that collaborate with children’s 
learning and socialization: dialoguing with children 
(expressing their own feelings and acknowledging their 
children’s manifestations of feelings); avoiding the use of 
punishment and giving priority to the use of rewards when 
appropriate behavior is presented; ignoring inappropriate 
behavior; keeping promises (when parents make promises 
and do not keep them, children feel cheated, which harms 
the family’s relationships and serves as an example 
indicating there is no need to fulfill one’s word); negotiating 
and establishing rules for children according to their age 
and skills; and participation of both parents in sharing 
parenting responsibilities.

Based on the ecological perspective of human 
development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979/1996), Martinez (1998) 
highlights the importance of considering the interconnections 
among non-immediate systems, promoting the hypothesis 
that development is deeply affected by environments in 
which the person is not present but in which facts that affects 
events in the immediate environment occur. Bronfenbrenner 
(1979/1996), for example, describes the influences of the 
parents’ professional environments on family dynamics, 
explaining that events taking place in the workplace can 
impact child development. In this context, the conditions of 
family life and personal well-being the parents experience 
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can directly influence the family and either positively or 
negatively impact child development.

A study by Gomes, Crepaldi and Brigas (2013) 
reports that fathers with heavy workloads tend to become 
less involved with children, showing that the fathers’ 
occupations interfere in their direct interaction with the 
family and consequently interferes in the development 
of children.

According to Menegatti (2002), depressive parents are 
less affectionate, less responsive and more irritable, hostile 
and critical, and also show less interest in their children’s 
academic life when compared to those who do not report 
such psychological conditions (Coser, 2009). According 
to the review by Mendes, Loureiro, and Crippa (2008), 
maternal depression is associated with behavioral problems 
in children, in addition to depressive symptoms, and 
cognitive and social impairments. Thus, maternal depression 
is a risk factor for child development.

Ferriolli, Marturano and Puntel (2007) analyzed the 
association among variables in the family context and 
the risk for the development of emotional and behavioral 
problems in children. A total of 100 children between the 
ages of six and 12 and their respective families participated 
in the study. Variables from the family context, such as 
socioeconomic level, adverse events, maternal stress, and 
organization and structure of the family context, were 
assessed. Maternal stress was associated with mental health 
problems and is a risk factor for anxiety and depression 
among children. In this same line of investigation, 
Gomide, Salvo, Pinheiro and Sabbag (2005) report that 
stressed parents more frequently use negative child-
rearing practices, such as inconsistent punishment, neglect, 
negative monitoring and physical abuse.

If for working fathers occupation has been indicated as 
an important indicator of stress in the family environment 
(Coley, 2001), in the case of families in which both parents 
work outside the home, the impact of their professional 
lives on family life seems to be even greater. A study by 
Zanfelici (2009) on stress and burnout (the most extreme 
level of occupational stress) with working mothers of 
preschool children, reveals that women who reported more 
hours dedicated to domestic tasks reached the highest levels 
of stress and burnout and deemed themselves to be less 
involved with their children. Additionally, on days of heavy 
workload, the respondents reported they interacted less 
with their children in activities related to positive parental 
involvement like playing and talking. Again, parental 
involvement is shown to be affected by the responsibilities 
and relationships parents maintain in different spheres 
of their lives. Such responsibilities and relationships can 
either strengthen or weaken the parent-child relationship, 
according to Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model 
(Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994).

Fiorin, Patias and Dias (2011) reviewed the role of 
the contemporary woman and mother and concluded that 

women are in psychological distress due to concerned over 
their individual and professional development; at the same 
time personal fulfillment is achieved with motherhood and 
the successful upbringing of children.

The number of children seems to be directly related to 
practices and interactions adopted by the family. According 
to Piccinini, Pereira, Marin, Lopes and Tudge (2007), many 
changes are observed after the birth of a second child in the 
roles of each family member, in support networks (need 
to seek the support of grandparents or institutions such as 
daycare and schools), in the marital relationship (priority is 
given to the role of parents at the expense of the couple), in 
the first child’s behavior (behavioral and physical responses 
– health problems, aggressiveness, setbacks in learning, 
sleeping issues, increased introversion – to obtain attention 
and recover interaction that is lost with the arrival of a new 
member in the family) and in the parents’ relationship with 
the firstborn (less time to interact and poorer quality of 
interaction between parents and the child).

Considering the influences of the parents’ personal 
lives in family interactions and, consequently, in the 
development of children, we believe it is important to study 
these variables and their respective correlations. Therefore, 
this study’s objective was to verify potential correlations 
between personal well-being (health problems), parental 
practices and interactions of parents with preschool 
children, reported by working fathers and mothers, and 
the potential differences in the studied variables between 
families with one and two children.

Method

Participants

A total of 60 couples (120 individuals) from a city 
with 200,000 inhabitants in the interior of São Paulo, Brazil 
participated in this study. The average age of the women was 
33 years old and men were aged 36 years old on average. 
Inclusion criteria were: (1) Husband and wife should work 
outside home for at least 15 hours per week; (2) Both should 
live together (same household); (3) They should have at least 
one child up to six years old; (4) The oldest child should not 
be older than 12 years of age; (5) Husband and wife should 
agree to answer the questionnaire separately and sign free 
and informed consent forms.

Based on demographic data collected in 2007, the 
characterization of the sample was performed in terms of 
number of children, monthly income, field of work, and 
schooling (Table 1).

In general, families had one or two children; most 
(35.9%) reported a monthly income between R$ 1,500 and 
R$ 3,000; and most were government employees (53.8% of 
women and 64.6% of men). Women more frequently reported 
postgraduate studies (29.7%) while men more frequently 
reported high school (36.5%).
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Instruments

Questionnaire on family and professional lives 
(EU-Project, 2003). This version was adapted by researchers 
from the Faculdade de Psicologia e de Ciências da Educação, 
Universidade do Porto. The female and male versions of 
this questionnaire are each composed of 314 items, which 
address various aspects of the couple’s routine related to 
the reconciliation of family and professional demands. 
The questionnaire is divided into six general themes, 
which in turn are subdivided into specific topics, namely: 
(1) Occupation, which includes information concerning 
working hours and professional fulfillment, professional and 
family organization, reciprocal influence of professional and 
family lives, division of tasks, assessment of distribution 
of work, and desired division of family tasks; (2) Family 
life, which is subdivided into relationships between parents 
and children, perception of the needs and characterization 
of the behavior of children between 1 and 5 years old, 
relationships with the remaining children, and support 
network available; (3) Reconciliation, which addresses the 
respondents’ strategies to reconcile professional and family 
lives, the couple’s cohabitation, family and society rules; 
(4) Personal life, which is subdivided into items of life 
conception, the respondent’s personal characteristics, social 
support, and personal well-being; (5) Cohabitation, which 
addresses information concerning the couple’s relationship 
and its decision-making processes; (6) Socio-demographic 
data, which address information such as gender, age, 
education, income, etc.

To meet this study’s objectives, data concerning Family 
and Personal Lives were selected from the following scales 
of the Questionnaire on family and professional lives 
(EU-Project, 2003):

Behavior of parents toward children scale (parental 
practices). Composed of six questions addressing parental 
behavior when dealing with problems with children. Scores 
range from 0 to 5 where the participants choose between 
two extreme potential responses in the face of a problem 
presented in the question (Cronbach’s α = .768).

Scale of interactions between parents and children. 
Composed of seven items addressing the activities and 
behaviors of parents in their interaction with their child. 
Scores range from 0 ‘never’ to 5 ‘many times’ (Cronbach’s 
alpha α = .789).

Well-being scale (health problems). Composed of 10 
items addressing health problems experienced in the last 
six months. Scores range from 0 ‘never’ to 5 ‘many times’ 
(Cronbach’s α = .809).

Procedure

Data collection. Participants were identified through 
meetings with those responsible for higher education 
institutions, industries, primary education schools and 
health services in both the public and private sectors. The 
study’s objectives and inclusion criteria were presented 
in these meetings to the potential participants working in 
these institutions. After the participants were selected, the 
questionnaire was distributed with a brief explanation: this 
is a study with the objective to understand how working 
fathers and mothers of small children reconcile demands of 
family life with those from their occupation. Husbands and 
wives were instructed to answer the questionnaire separately. 
At this time, they were also given an overview of parts of 
the questionnaires concerning topics the interviewees 
would find, such as the division of tasks and personal life. 
One sealed envelop with both versions of the questionnaire 
(female and male versions) and free and informed consent 
forms was given to the participants. At this point, information 
concerning the study and instructions to complete the 
instrument were provided and a deadline was established.

A total of 250 questionnaires were distributed to 125 
couples. The questionnaires were returned in 10 days on 
average. As was expected, some of the instruments were not 
returned and others presented errors during data checking. 
After refinement, a final sample of 120 participants remained 
with data from 60 working fathers and 60 working mothers of 
preschool children with varied ages and socioeconomic status.

Data analysis. The variables of interest in this study, 
obtained from the Questionnaire on family and professional 
lives, were analyzed using descriptive statistics, such as 
central tendency and dispersion. An analysis of internal 
consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) of the scales selected was 
performed to verify the reliability of the measures in the 
context of this study (Cozby, 2003). For the coefficient of 

Table 1
Characterization of the Sample in Regard to the Number of Children, 
Monthly Income, Occupational Field, Education and Age

Sample characterization
%

Number of children
1 child 54.7
2 children 41.4
3 to 5 children 3.9

Monthly income
> R$ 1,500* 33.3
R$ 1,500 to R$ 3,000 35.9
R$ 3,000 to R$ 4,500 17.5
R$ 4,500 to R$ 6,000 7.5
R$ 6,000 to < R$ 12,000 5.8

Occupational field
Public sector 40.8
Private sector 51.2

Education
Primary and Middle School 4.2
High School 30.8
Bachelor’s degree 23.3
Specializing programs 17.5
Graduate Studies 24.2

Note. * T.N. Approximately US$ 789.00 to 1,578.00 in December 
2007.
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Cronbach’s alpha to be considered appropriate, it has to be 
above 0.7, though when scales have less than ten items, values 
above 0.5 are considered to be appropriate (Pallant, 2001). 
From this perspective, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of 
the scales analyzed in this study are considered appropriate.

To verify potential correlations among the variables of 
interest, Pearson’s correlation test was used. The parametric 
One-Way ANOVA test (p < .001; p < .01; and p < 0 = .05) 
was used to verify differences between the groups. The 
statistical tests were performed using SPSS, version 16.0.

Ethical Considerations

The project was submitted to and approved by the 
Institutional Review Board of the Faculty of Philosophy, 
Sciences and Letters of Ribeirão Preto, University of São 
Paulo (Process no. 291/2006).

Results

The results are presented in two blocks of information: 
the first block presents the results obtained through Person’s 
correlation tests for the scales of interest and the second 
presents data concerning the differences found between 
couples with one and two children.

Table 2 presents correlations between the scales.

(F (111) = 4.858, p < .05). These differences indicate that the 
parental practices reported by the participants vary according 
to the number of children. There were also statistically 
significant differences between parents with one child and 
parents with two children in regard to the score obtained 
for the variable “Interactions between parents and children” 
(F (104) = 4.266, p < .05). Therefore, in the same way that 
parental practices vary depending on the number of children, 
parental interactions also vary according to the quantity of 
children (one or two). No difference, however, was found 
between the groups in regard to well-being (health problems) 
as reported by the parents. Such a result suggests that the 
number of children does not influence aspects of personal 
well-being reported by parents.

Discussion

This study was based on the hypothesis that living 
conditions of parents influence their routine practices 
toward their children and that child-rearing practices may 
be related to the parents’ health conditions, while these 
may be either risk factors or mechanisms of protection. 
A preliminary analysis of data of an exploratory nature 
confirms this hypothesis: the data revealed that the 
more health problems reported by the parents, the less 
appropriate the child-rearing practices they reported. 
Hence, parental health problems constitute a risk factor for 
child development. Such findings were in agreement with 
those of studies by Ferriolli, Marturano and Puntel (2007), 
Gomide et al. (2005), Menegatti (2002), Mendes, Loureiro, 
and Crippa (2008) and Zanfelici (2009) addressing stress 
and depression, which report there is a relationship between 
parents’ well-being and parental practices.

Negative parental practices influence the level of 
parents’ irritability, leading to the emergence or maintenance 
of aggressive behavior between children and parents, favoring 
counter-attack responses of parents in the face of aggressive 
behavior of children (Kazdin & Whitley, 2003). In this way, 
a vicious cycle of negative exchange emerges affecting both 
parents and children. It is worth mentioning that populations 
such as the studied sample are more susceptible to stress due 
to the presence of small children in the family (Diniz, 1999).

According to Gravena (2006), mothers with less time 
for self-care may have less of a disposition to interact with 
children, as stress and tiredness can affect the characteristics 
of maternal positive exchanges such as creativity, patience 
and energy levels. Even though this study does not show 
significant differences in the co-relationship between 
interactions of parents with children and the parents’ health 
problems, Gravena’s assumptions can also be employed 
in this study’s findings since parental health problems 
may affect their level of patience when dealing with their 
children’s problems.

In regard to the relationship between parental practices 
and interactions between parents and children, the data 
indicate that the more positive interactions with children 

Table 2
Person’s Correlations Between the Scales Personal Well-being, 
Interactions Between Parents and Children and Behavior of Parents 
Toward Their Children
Scales 1 2 3

1. Personal Well-being (Health problems) – ns -.368*

2. Interactions between parents and children – .416*

3. Parents’ behavior toward children (parental 
practices)

–

Note. ns = no significant correlation.
* p < .001.

No significant correlation was found in regard to 
parents’ health problems and interaction between parents 
and children. We verified, however, that in regard to child-
rearing practices and health problems, the more health 
problems reported by parents, the less appropriate child-
rearing practices they used (r = -.368; p < .001). Additionally, 
a significant correlation was found between interactions and 
child-rearing practices, that is, the more positive interactions 
with children the parents reported the better and more 
positive the parental practices reported (r = -.416; p < .001).

The computation of differences (One-Way ANOVA) 
between the scales Personal Well-being (health problems), 
Interactions between parents and children and Parental 
behavior toward children (parental practices) between 
families with one child and two children showed statistically 
significant differences in regard to the score for the variable 
“Behavior or parents toward to children (parental practices)” 
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are reported to be by parents, the better and more positive 
the parental practices they report. The data seem to suggest 
that parents who establish more positive parental practices 
are those who report more interactions with children. 
These findings are in accordance with the study by Gomes, 
Crepaldi and Brigas (2013) and Zanfelici (2009). Zanfelici 
(2009) analyzed the relationships among stress, burnout, and 
the parental involvement of working mothers of preschool 
children attending a public day care and found that conflicts 
resulting from workload affecting the mothers’ personal 
and professional lives were associated with reports of 
less frequent and less satisfactory interactions established 
between mothers and children. Our hypothesis in this study 
was that the inability of parents to appropriately deal with 
the problems presented by their children may be associated 
with the less frequent interactions they reported.

Additionally, the number of children seems to influence 
the family life of working parents of small children dealing 
with the challenge of reconciling demands from both 
family and professional lives, since the results suggest that 
the number of children influences parental practices and 
interactions between parents and children. These results are 
also reported by other studies (Dunn & Kendrick, 1980), 
indicating an increased incidence of clashes, prohibitions, 
and maternal reprimands and reduced maternal initiatives 
for positive interactions after the arrival of a second child.

These results show a need to ensure that workers 
receive support to help them reconcile work and family, 
especially when children are small and families have more 
than one child. Among the interventions needed to promote 
appropriate child development is the expansion of support 
networks combined with a supply of day care for children, 
which, even though are an essential and effective support 
for families, seem to be found in insufficient number. As 
stressed by Zanfelici (2009), when mothers and fathers 
work outside of the home, part-time day care services do 
not meet the children’s needs concerning care and education 
in their early years and the lack of this kind of services is 
a reality in all regions of Brazil. It also seems essential to 
improve the parents’ level of information and their skills to 
access resources within the community in order to promote 
a more positive dynamic within the family and consequently 
improve their members’ levels of well-being.

More specifically, according to Dessen and Polonia 
(2007), family education programs or public policies 
directed to health promotion should take into account factors 
such as stress, conflict resolution, and the reestablishment 
of a healthy family dynamics, as well as encourage the 
establishment of social support networks, whether within 
the community itself, within service centers, or in schools, 
since school plays a relevant role in contemporary societies. 
One recent case of intervention designed to promote 
appropriate family interactions that can be mentioned is the 
one developed by Pardo and Carvalho (2011), in which a 
group of mothers participated in eight meetings to discuss 

relationship difficulties experienced with their children, to 
learn principles regarding behavior control and about the 
phases of child development. The intervention resulted in 
more frequent dialogue with children, increased concern 
to dedicate more time to children and to understanding 
children’s points of views, establishing limits, and involving 
other people in the family, consequently, promoting changes 
in the family microsystem dynamics.

Finally, the results indicate the influence of interactions 
within the family on child development processes. According 
to Pereira-Silva and Dessen (2001), the family is a group 
with especially varied relationship dynamics, the functioning 
of which can change due to any change that may occur in 
one of its members or in the group as a whole. Results show 
that, as stressed by Sapienza and Pedromônico (2005), risk 
factors are rarely isolated events because usually they are 
part of a complex environment, which when interconnected, 
are a mechanism that influences the individual. These 
assumptions are in accordance with the bioecological 
approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1979/1996) and favor a broader 
view of the identification of potential factors that may be 
related to child development.

Final Considerations

This study’s objective was to contribute to the 
identification of potential relationships between certain 
aspects of the personal lives of mothers and fathers 
and interactions they establish with preschool children. 
Information acquired can contribute to the investigated 
universe, since the identification of what influences parental 
practices, considering that these are predictors of appropriate 
child development, opens up the possibility to develop and 
expand projects, material, and preventive practices that 
can be implemented in schools, communities, or even in 
situations observed in clinical practice. For instance, the 
development of intervention programs designed to promote 
the quality of the personal lives of working parents with 
preschool children, as well as interventions and informative 
material encouraging positive interactions between parents 
and children and the development of child-rearing practices, 
can be a way to prevent risks to child development.

It is, however, important to note that this study’s results 
cannot be generalized, since the study was conducted in a 
single city of average size in the interior of the state of São 
Paulo with a sample that is not representative of the various 
social strata that compose Brazil, given the high educational 
level and income reported by the participants.

Carmo and Alvarenga (2012) compared the use of 
coercive practices of 40 mothers of children aged 5 to 6 
years old of both sexes and half the participants had a low 
socioeconomic status, while the other half had an average/
high socioeconomic level. The results showed that mothers 
with low socioeconomic levels more frequently reported 
physical punishment while those with better socioeconomic 
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status and higher education presented a greater repertoire of 
strategies to regulate child behavior.

The prevalence of data from a wealthier share of the 
population may be explained by the fact that potential 
participants took into account the length of the instrument. 
Considering that data were collected for a study developed 
within the doctoral program of the second author, within 
an inter-cultural project developed by a group of European 
researchers called Famwork and linked to the research 
group of the University of Porto, the use of this instrument 
enabled comparisons between aspects of the families and 
occupations of working parents with small children in Brazil 
and in European countries, such as presented by Fontaine and 
Matias (2008). In addition to this study, many other studies 
(Martinez, 2007; Martinez, Biasoli-Alves, & Fontaine, 2007; 
Martinez et al., 2009; Souza & Martinez, 2008) have been 
conducted, selecting and comparing different information 
addressed by the instrument.

Based on the previous discussion, future studies can 
re-formulate and optimize the questionnaire to be used in 
similar studies to minimize the time spent by the participants 
answering the instrument, enabling other populations with 
lower educational levels to complete it, who, due to the 
extensive and complex nature of the instrument may have not 
participated in the study. More specifically for this study, new 
research can complement and expand the validity of findings, 
enlarging the sample for various strata and characteristics of 
the population using specific instruments for each variable 
and analyzing data from a qualitative perspective.
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