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ABSTRACT

Objective: To identify how family strengths influenced the experience of the pandemic
among mothers of children anJadoIescents. Method: A retrospective, quantitative
study was conducted with a sample of 389 mothers of children and young people
between 2021 and 2022. The data collection instrument included sociodemographic
information and the family strengths questionnaire. A statistical program was used
for data analysis, and descriptive and inferential analyses were performed. Results:
Family strengths in pandemic contexts are highly valued by mothers from different
countries (95% CI: 111-115). It was found that family strengths are influenced by
the education level, marital status, and perception of family ?unctioning of mothers
who experienced a pandemic situation (p<0.001). Conclusion: It is important to
implement intervention policies in pandemic contexts that enhance family strengths,
valuing the perception of family functionality, education, and mothers’ marital status.
Family strengths seem to influence a healthier experience of adverse situations, as
was the case with the COVID-19 pandemic.
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INTRODUCTION

Mothers"health duringthe COVID-19 pandemicwasahighly relevanttopic, highlighting
the challenges and adaptations needed to ensure adequate care for pregnant women,
postpartum women, mothers, and their children.

The social isolation to which the general population was subjected, the lack of in-
person support from family and friends, and the difficulty of balancing telework with
domestic tasks and childcare were often mentioned by women as a form of overload,
highlighting the lack of time to self-care’.

Many women took on additional responsibilities, such as caring for children at home
due to the closure of schools and daycare centers, while also managing remote work or
job loss. This overload appears to be related to high levels of stress, burnout, and mental
health problems, such as anxiety and depression. Therefore, it is known that factors such
as low education, economic difficulties, pre-existing mental health problems, and living
alone or with children have been identified as risk factors for higher levels of anxiety and
depression??.

Mothers infected with SARS-CoV-2 faced challenges in managing family care during
recovery. The need to isolate from other family members, including young children,
brought emotional and logistical difficulties. Mothers often took on the role of teachers
during remote learning, which was challenging as they tried to balance this with other
responsibilities, in addition to constant concerns about how to protect their children,
especially in families with young or immunosuppressed children. The pandemic further
exacerbated gender inequalities, highlighting how mothers often bear the brunt of
domestic responsibilities?.

Family strengths refer to the resources, capabilities, and qualities that enable families
to face challenges, build healthy relationships, and promote the well-being of their
members. These strengths can be internal (related to the dynamics and abilities of the
family itself) or external (social support and community resources), and when cultivated
and recognized, they help families to confront crises, strengthen relationships, and grow
together.

The family strengths in which women/mothers are involved can be important in the
processes of family adaptation and resilience. Family strengths, as processes of family
functioning, can contribute to more favorable developmental outcomes for individuals
and families, particularly in high-stress situations, as was the case with the COVID-19
pandemic*>.

There has been enormous interest in defining family strengths, although there are
still few studies on the subject, especially in the pandemic context. Family strengths are
closely related to the resilience that families have in dealing with adverse situations.
Families respond to stress by seeking adaptive processes that draw on their individual and
collective strengths and skills. The roller coaster model provides a theoretical framework
for explaining families’ responses to crises®®.

Given the above, women’s family strengths can be a useful tool for identifying internal
and external resources that support their own emotional, relational, and social well-being®.
Effective communication and quality time together were identified as key strengths in
families during the pandemic. Some studies have shown that open communication,
cooperation, and joint problem-solving contribute to family resilience and well-being.
These practices help maintain a sense of unity and trust, which are crucial in times of crisis.
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Thus, this study aims to identify how family forces influenced the experience of the
pandemic situation by mothers of children and young adolescents.

METHOD

This is a quantitative, descriptive, inferential, cross-sectional study that aimed to
understand the sociodemographic characteristics of mothers of children and adolescents
up to 18 years old during the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic and to verify the possible association
of independent variables (age, country of origin, marital status, education, employment
status, economic status, and housing conditions) with the dependent variable of family
strengths.

Forsample selection, the non-probabilistic convenience sampling method was used,
according to the snowball technique. The snowball technique consists of identifying
one member and asking them to identify other members of the population. One of the
greatest advantages of this technique is that it reaches populations that are difficult
to identify™. The inclusion criteria were mothers of children and adolescents up to 18
years old who voluntarily agreed to participate in the study. The exclusion criteria were
women who did not have children, those whose children were all over 18 years old, and
mothers who did not voluntarily agree to participate in the study.

The scale used in data collection was a questionnaire with questions related to
age, country of origin, marital status, education, employment status, income, economic
situation, and housing conditions, as well as the Family Strengths Questionnaire (FSQ).

The Family Strengths Questionnaire” aims to identify family resilience strengths and
processes based on families’ self-assessment. It is a self-report instrument consisting of
29 items rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = not at all similar, 2 = slightly similar, 3 =
somewhat similar, 4 = very similar, and 5 = completely similar). The items are grouped
into four factors: Factor 1) Positive Family Organization, which concerns the organization
of family roles and appropriate family interaction (items 2, 3, 4,5, 6,7, 8,9, 10, and 13);
Factor 2) Positive Family Beliefs, which relates to a strong sense of pride, persistence,
and the ability to withstand difficulties (items: 12, 16, 21, 24, 25, 28, and 29); Factor
3) Positive Management and Family Support, which refers to the adequate sharing of
resources, dialogue, and joint problem solving (items: 17, 18, 19, 20, 22, 23, and 27);
Factor 4) Positive Emotions, which refers to the mastery of emotion management and
behavior control (items: 1, 11, 14, 15, and 26). The score is obtained by adding up the
responses to all items.

Regarding the internal consistency of the instrument, it presents a Cronbach’s alpha
of 0.976, which is higher than that found in the study conducted by Melo and Alarcao
(2011), in which Cronbach’s alpha was 0.95.

In this study, the following results were obtained regarding internal consistency:
Factor 1 had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.95, Factor 2 had 0.93, Factor 3 had 0.92, and
Factor 4 had 0.91. It seems that the study results of Melo and Alarcdo (2011)° were
lower compared to this study, with Factor 1 having a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.90; Factor 2
of 0.87; Factor 3 of 0.84; and Factor 4 of 0.84.

Data analysis was performed using version 29 of the Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences (SPSS Inc., Chicago, lllinois).
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The first approach was a descriptive analysis of the main independent variables:
age (in years), education, marital status, professional status, number of dependent
children, income level, perception of satisfaction with the family, and perception of
family functionality. Next, the dependent variable Family Strengths was characterized,
and an inferential analysis was performed regarding the possible association of the
independent sociodemographic variables with the dependent variable Family Strengths.
At this stage, the analysis was stratified by the four countries participating in the study:
Portugal, Cape Verde, Brazil, and Sdo Tomé.

In order to test the sample normality, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used,
recommended for samples with more than 50 elements, which revealed a normal
distribution of the dependent variables analyzed. Additionally, the Shapiro-Wilk and
Levene tests were applied, with confidence intervals set at 95% (Table 1).

Table 1. Normality Tests (Kolmogorov-Smirnov; Shapiro-Wilk; Levene). Leiria, Portugal,
2025

Kolmogorov-Smirnov Shapiro-Wilk Levene
Family Strengths Statistic  df Sig. Statistic df  Sig. Statistic df Sig

Questionnaire
0.60 337 0.200 0.952 337 0.06 2,377 337 0.075

Note: Lilliefors Significance Correlation.
Source: Prepared by the authors (2025).

Parametric tests were used, namely ANOVA with Tukey’s multiple comparison
analysis, and the nonparametric chi-square (X?) independence test.

To predict the potential association of independent variables with the dependent
variable: “Family Strengths Questionnaire”, simple and multiple linear regression
models were applied, with the respective study of collinearity using Durbin-Watson
statistics and analysis of the respective residuals.

In this study, all ethical principles were respected, in accordance with the
Declaration of Helsinki, including the signing of the Free and Informed Consent Term by
all participants. The study was also approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the
Health Sciences Research Unit: Nursing Degree of the Escola Superior de Enfermagem
de Coimbra (Opinion No. 676/06-2020).

RESULTS

Sociodemographic characterization of mothers of children and adolescents up to
18 years old during the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic period

Analysis of the results shows that, of the 389 women participating in the study, the
average age was 37.40 years (standard deviation = 7.36), with a minimum age of 18 and
a maximum age of 62. Regarding country of origin, 337 (86.6%) of the participants were
Portuguese, 36 (9.3%) were Cape Verdean, 6 (1.5%) were Brazilian, and 10 (2.6%) were
from S&o Tomé and Principe. It should be noted that, at the time of data collection, all
389 women resided in Portugal. Regarding marital status, 319 (82%) reported being
married or in a common-law marriage, 48 (12.3%) were single, 18 (4.6%) were separated
or divorced, and 4 (1%) were widowed.
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In terms of educational attainment, 202 (51.9%) women had a undergraduate
degree, 84 (21.6%) had completed high school (up to 12th grade), 62 (15.9%) had a
master’s degree, 22 (5.7%) had completed middle school (up to 8th grade), 13 (3.3%)
had a doctoral degree, 4 (1%) had completed elementary school (up to 6th grade),
and 2 (0.5%) had primary school (up to 4th grade). Regarding employment status, 318
(81.7%) of these mothers were formally employed, 55 (14.1%) were unemployed, and
16 (4.1%) were on ‘layoff’ (temporary reduction in working hours).

When asked how they assessed their economic situation in relation to their monthly
income, 164 (42.2%) said they were indifferent, 114 (29.3%) said they were satisfied, 64
(16.5%) said they were dissatisfied, 36 (9.3%) said they were very dissatisfied, and 11
(2.8%) said they were very satisfied. It was also observed that 213 (54.8%) participants
considered that their economic situation had not worsened due to the SARS-CoV-2
pandemic, while 175 (45.2%) stated that their economic situation had been negatively
affected by the pandemic.

Regarding housing conditions during isolation due to the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic,
194 (49.9%) of participants lived in a house with an adjacent outdoor space (e.g., terrace
or garden), 103 (26.5%) lived in an apartment without an adjacent outdoor space (e.g.,
terrace), 76 (19.5%) lived in an apartment with an adjacent outdoor space (e.g., terrace);
and 16 (4.1%) lived in houses without adjacent outdoor space (e.g., terrace or garden).

Prediction of the possible association between independent sociodemographic
variables and the dependent variable “"Family Strengths”

In terms of predictive variables, detailed in Table 2, it can be observed that only in
the variables “Number of dependent children” and “Family satisfaction” were there no
statistically significant differences found between the women participants from the four
countries included in the study (Table 2).

Table 2. Descriptive analysis of potential variables associated with family strengths
durin? the SARS-CoV-2 lockdown period among women participating in the study
o

from four different countries. Leiria, Portugal, 2025
(continue)
Potential predictive variables Country
Cape . Sao Tomé
Parameters F(’:;;u:%a)l Verde (Br::zl)l and Principe p value
(n=36) (n=10)
Age (years)
Mean (X) 38 31 45 42
Standard deviation (o) 7 8 12 7 0.001*
Minimum Value (X ) 18 19 34 37
Maximum Value (X ) 57 53 62 47
Education
Primary School (n) 25 1 2
High School (n) 74 6 -
0.001**
Undergraduate Degree (n) 171 24 3
Master's Degree (n) 56 4 - 3
Doctoral Degree (n) 11 = 2
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Table 2. Descriptive analysis of potential variables associated with family strengths
durin? the SARS-CoV-2 lockdown period among women participating in the study
o

from four different countries. Leiria, Portugal, 2025
(conclusion)
Potential predictive variables Country
. ao Tomé
Parameters F(’::c3u397a)l \?:rilee (Br:zé')l ar?daoPric:mcize p value
(n=36) (n=10)
Marital Status
Single 23 22 16 4
Married/Common-law marriage 294 13 1 1 0.001**
Divorced 16 1 1 -
Widower 4 - - -
Professional status
Unemployed (n) 36 15 2 2
Laypof;/(n) 13 1 2 - 0.0017
Works for someone else (n) 288 20 2 2
Number of dependent children
Mean (X) 2 2 2 2
Standard deviation (o) 1 0.401**
Minimum Value (X ) 1 = 1 2
Maximum Value (X ) 3 1 2 2
Income level
Very dissatisfied (n) 21 12 1 2
Dissatisfied (n) 57 6 1 =
. 0.012**
Indifferent (n) 152 8 1 3
Satisfied (n) 99 8 2 5
Very satisfied (n) 8 2 1 =
Family satisfaction
Very dissatisfied (n) 1 = = =
Dissatisfied (n) 8 1 = =
i 0.115**
Indifferent (n) 25 5 = -
Satisfied (n) 78 15 2
Very satisfied (n) 225 15 4 7
Family functionality
Very dysfunctional (n) = = = =
Dysfunctional (n) 6 2 - - 0.001%*
Neither functional nor dysfunctional (n) 25 10 - -
Functional (n) 98 13 3 3
Very functional (n) 208 11 3 3

Note: *Anova; **Chi-Square Independence Test (x?).
Source: Prepared by the authors (2025).
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The scores obtained in the application of the “Family Strengths Questionnaire”
ranged from 36 to 145 points, with an average of 113 points in the four countries of
origin of the mothers analyzed. Half of the responses were between 104 and 130 points
(percentiles 25 and 50). The average “Family Strengths” score did not show a statistically
significant difference between the four countries, both on the total scale (p=0.147) and
on the factors that comprise it (p>0.05). The country with the highest scores was Sdo
Tomé and Principe (Table 3).

Table 3. Characterization of the variable “Family strengths”, considering the total
scale and its breakdown by factors, among women participating in the study from four
different countries. Leiria, Portugal, 2025

. . Anova
Level of importance attributed to ] @ Vrores S T —
ey e ortuga ape Verde e ao Tomé e
o S e (e CEETE) e s ey P EE
] 114 106 117.71 137.5
Total Scale — Family strengths 0.147*
36-145 58-141 71-142 132-143
Factor 1 — Positive family 40.39 37.22 38 47.50 0.700*
organization 15-50 20-49 25-49 34-48 '
27.40 25.9 26 33.50
Factor 2 — Positive family beliefs 0.275*
8-35 12-34 14-35 17-35
Factor 3 — Positive management 27.23 24.74 27.17 33 0.053*
and family support 8-34 12-35 17-35 31-35 '
o . 19.02 18.67 19.67 23.50
Factor 4 — Positive emotions 0.503*
5-25 10-25 15-25 15-35

Note: *Anova
Source: Prepared by the authors (2025).

In the univariate linear regression models, the variables education, marital status,
income level, perception of family satisfaction, and perception of family functionality
were associated with higher scores on the family strengths assessment scale (p<0.05) in
the women analyzed from the four countries studied.

In the intermediate model (including only the significant variables in the
univariate model) and in the final model, only education, marital status, income level,
and perception of family functionality were positively associated with higher scores
(p<0.05). The other variables did not show a significant association with higher scores
on the family strengths assessment scale in the four countries analyzed (p>0.05).

In other words, higher education, marital status (married/common-law marriage),
and a positive perception of family functionality appear to be predictors of higher
scores on family strengths (Table 4).

Influence of family strengths: mothers’ perceptions during the pandemic
Henriqgues CMG, Ramalho S, Frade MFG, Frade JMG, Barroso TMMDA



Cogitare Enferm. 2025, v30:€99182en

Table 4. Linear regression model used to predict factors associated with family
strengths during the SARS-CoV-2 lockdown among women who Earticipated in the

study and belonged to four different countries. Leiria, Portugal, 2025.
Models . S .
Potential predictive .variables Univariate Intel\l;ln;:g;ate Mu'“ﬁggﬁ Al
(Independent variables)
Country of origin 0.987
Age 0.287
Education 0.001** 0.001** 0.002*
Marital status 0.002* 0.009* 0.001**
Employment status 0.074
Number of dependent children 0.686
Income level 0.001**
Perception of family satisfaction 0.001**
Perception of family functionality 0.001** 0.009* 0.001**
Adjusted R? : -

Note: **p<0.001: *p<0.050
Source: Prepared by the authors (2025).

DISCUSSION

The average variation in “Family Strengths” showed no differences among the
women from the four countries analyzed. On the overall scale, most women, regardless
of country, scored high on family strengths, although the country with the highest scores
was Sdo Tomé and Principe. The variables that impact the highest scores for family
strengths among the women studied are age, education, marital status, employment
status, income, and family functionality.

Some studies have revealed that Latin American immigrant mothers (N=124), of
Spanish or Iberian origin, from six rural communities in the Midwest Region of the United
States of America (USA), with an average age of 40.8 years, a median monthly family
income, mostly married or in common-law marriage (79%), and predominantly employed
(52.8%), with two-thirds (65.7%) being temporary or permanent legal residents in the
USA or naturalized citizens, faced significant psychological and economic challenges,
with stress and anxiety exacerbated by economic cuts (decrease in income) and concerns
about exposure to the virus, a situation that differs from the findings of this studly.

This study shows that higher levels of education (greater literacy) appear to be
predictive of higher scores on family strengths among the women who participated in
the study. In fact, some studies*® showed that the pandemic intensified pre-existing
family tensions and altered family dynamics, decreasing family resilience over time.
Mothers reported increased family tension due to the lack of separation between work
and home life, exacerbated by remote work and childcare closures, such as schools or
daycare centers?3.

Another study highlighted that women with higher levels of education were able to
identify the positive aspects resulting from the SARS-COV-2 pandemic, namely greater
closeness to family, greater participation of husbands in domestic activities, greater
organization, and better work-life balance™.
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This study also found that being married or in a common-law marriage seems to
be predictive of higher scores on the Family Strengths Questionnaire. Mothers with
greater overload and higher levels of mental distress are more likely to experience
a decrease in family strength and, consequently, greater family tension'>. However,
another study revealed that married women, or those in a common-law marriage, felt
that during the SARS-COV-2 pandemic, their husbands/partners began to participate
more in domestic activities, alleviating the burden and creating greater closeness
between the couple, contributing to the growth of family strengths. On the other
hand, clear communication between the couple, the definition of constructive conflict
resolution strategies, and problem-solving skills were important resources for marital
satisfaction during the SARS-COV-2 pandemic, positively impacting the dimension of
family development’.

Having a good perception of family functionality also seems to predict higher
scores on family strengths in mothers. Other studies have shown that organizational
patterns contributed to overcoming the challenges experienced by families during the
pandemic, increasing family cohesion and the family members’ flexibility'*. Factors
such as maternal self-compassion, adherence to family routines, and positive parenting
behaviors have been associated with better outcomes in coping with the demands
imposed by the pandemic situation™. Mothers employed various strategies to mitigate
the impact of the pandemic on family health'3.

The impact of the pandemic has been particularly pronounced among minorities
and low-income families. Latino immigrant mothers in rural areas have faced unique
challenges due to systemic inequalities and inadequate healthcare systems, which have
perpetuated health disparities'®'®. Single mothers, especially those without established
support networks, faced the dual demands of work and childcare, and the pandemic
exacerbated this challenge'*19-20,

This study found that certain sociodemographic characteristics were important for
a more positive experience during the pandemic, such as education, employment and
economic status, and housing conditions. Furthermore, family strengths seem to be
related to a more positive perception of the pandemic situation experienced. One
limitation is the scarcity of national and international studies that specifically assess
family strengths based on mothers’ perceptions in a pandemic context.

Therefore, the study’s findings can provide data for a better understanding of how
mothers and families experienced the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic, reinforcing the need
to refrain from a reductive view of this phenomenon, allowing for an understanding
based on comprehensiveness and humanization in relation to mothers, so that it is
possible to promote physical and mental well-being, and mitigate the psychological
distress resulting from the vulnerabilities associated with experiencing a public health
emergency.

This study has some limitations, like the group of participants being composed
of moms living in Portugal when they filled out the questionnaire, no matter how long
they had been there. Also, using the snowball technique might have caused some
selection bias, since participants tend to refer people they know, making the sample
more homogeneous. Regarding the stratification of the sample by country of origin,
future studies with larger sample sizes are considered necessary.
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CONCLUSION

The SARS-COV-2 pandemic has placed unprecedented pressure on mothers and
family structures, highlighting the need for supportive policies and interventions in these
situations. Family strengths seemed to act as a protective factor for family structures
and mothers’ mental health during the pandemic, with positive family organization
being the factor most valued by them. In intervention policies during a pandemic, to
enhance the building of family strengths, it is important to consider perceptions of
family functioning, education, and mothers’ marital status in the family context.
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