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Literature Review
From the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, most 

countries around the world have implemented various 
procedures and regulations aimed at reducing contagion, 
profoundly changing the social life of individuals [1]. These 
procedures include the obligation to maintain social 
distancing and to wear personal protective equipment, 
and the closure of many activities. Consequently, many 
companies have reviewed their working methods by adopting 
new organizational strategies of work and incentivizing work 
at home. This work modality was encouraged especially for 
parents, since schools and many children facilities closed, 
and work at home was considered a solution to help adults 
looking after children.

However, working from home could also represent a 
source of stress affecting people well-being, due to the less 
social support received from colleagues and to the difficulty 
in disengaging from work [2]. This might be particularly true 
for parents who report difficulties in balancing work with 
childcare while working at home [3] with an increased rate of 
work-family conflict [4].

Studies conducted during the Covid-19 pandemic 
reported high levels of stress and depression in parents [5] 
with strongest effects on women [6,7] particularly women 
with children at home [8]. When examining the effect of 
work at home during the pandemic on parents, [9] found that 
mothers who were working at home exhibited higher levels 
of anxiety, loneliness, and depressive feelings than fathers. 
Taken together, these studies suggest that work at home 
might have affected adults’ well-being during the pandemic 
differently according to their family condition.

Review Article 

Abstract
Objective: The COVID-19 pandemic has had serious effects on women’s mental health, with strongest effects reported 
for women living with children. The present study aimed at understanding how the work life reorganization of women 
with and without minors affected their levels of anxiety and depression. In addition, it investigated the potential 
protective role of perceived social support.

Methods: With an online survey administered to 678 women, the study investigated whether having children or not, 
work condition (work-at-home and go-to-work) and perceived social support, were associated with women’s levels of 
anxiety and depression. 

Results: Women with children experienced, when working at home, higher levels of depression and anxiety than when 
going to work, while an opposite pattern was present for women without children. Going to work was associated with 
higher depression and anxiety for women without children than for women with children. In addition, social support 
was found to be a protective factor against anxiety and depression, with differing effects.

Conclusions: The results of this study suggest that different work solutions should be implemented based on individual 
needs and characteristics to prevent the emerge of anxiety and depression.
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home. Next, participants were asked to indicate the people 
with whom they spent the lockdown, if with minors or only 
with other adults. Socioeconomic status and age of children 
were not collected.

Anxiety and Depression: Participants completed the 
Anxiety and Depression scales of the Depression Anxiety 
Stress Scale (DASS) [10] consisting of 14 items (7 for each 
scale) rated on a 4-point Likert scale (from 1 = Never to 4 = 
Always). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.83 for the anxiety and 0.87 
for the depression scale.

Perceived Social Support: Participants completed the 
Multidimensional Scale for Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) 
[11] consisting of 12 items rated on a 7-point Likert scale 
(from 1 = Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly agree). Cronbach’s 
alpha was 0.92.

Results

Univariate Regression Models
Two univariate regression models (Table 1) were 

conducted using having children or not, the modality of work 
(work at home, go to work), perceived social support, and the 
interaction between having children or not and the modality 
of work as predictors of anxiety and depressive levels. For 
continuous variables we used standardized z-scores. As the 
predictor working modalities was a categorical variable, we 
recoded the variables considering work at home values ​​as a 
reference point.

Depression: The main effect of perceived social support, 
F (1,677) = 38.84 p < 0.00, was significant. Higher levels of 
perceived social support were associated with lower levels of 
depression (ß = -0.017 p < 0.00). The effect of the interaction 
between having children or not and the modality of work F 
(1, 677) = 4.17p = 0.04 was significant. While no differences 
between the groups were present in the working at home 
modality, women with children who went to work reported 
lower levels of depression (M = -0.33; SD = 0.08) than women 
with children who worked from home (M = -0.13; SD = 0.06) 
(Figure 1).

Since working at home is a modality still incentivized by 
many institutions and will probably be permanently applied, 
there is a growing need to understand its effects on mental 
health and the factors that influence the psychological 
adjustment in such modified life and work conditions. The 
present study aimed to contribute to this line of research 
by exploring the impact of working modalities and social 
support on the symptoms of anxiety and depression of 
women with and without children. We expect that work at 
home represents a more difficult experience for women with 
children (rather than women without children) due to their 
increased difficulties in balancing work and family duties, 
with a protective role of perceived social support.

Material and Method

Participants
A total of 2387 participants completed the online survey, 

679 of which (Gender: F = 100%; Age: M = 42.15 y, SD = 9.48 
y) met the requirements for participating in the study. Men, 
those who did not complete the entire survey, those who 
were already not working before the lockdown or who stayed 
at home without working, and those who spent the lockdown 
alone were excluded. The distribution by geographical area 
reflects the typical distribution of the Italian population. 
Participants were divided into two groups: women who spent 
the lockdown with minors (children younger than 16 years 
old) (n = 323) and those who spent it without minors (n = 
355). The mean age of women with minors was 43.94 y (SD 
= 6.5 y) and 54.2 % of them had earned at least a bachelor's 
degree. As for those without minors, the mean age was 
40.52 y (SD = 11.31 y), 46.1% of them had earned at least a 
bachelor's degree, and 49% of them spent the lockdown with 
their partner, 32.4% with their parents, and 18.6% with other 
nonfamily adults

Procedure and Measures
Data were collected with an online survey in June 2020, 

at the end of the first lockdown imposed by the government 
started on March 9th, 2020. Participants were required to 
indicate their actual work modality: Go to work or work at 

Table 1: Univariate analysis: Depression and anxiety.

Effect    ß SE

95% CI

LL UL

Depression

  Modality of work -0.10 0.10 -0.31 0.10

  Having children or not -0.40*** 0.12 -0.64 -0.17

  Perceived social support -0.01*** 0.03 -0.02 0.01

  Modality of work × Having children or not 0.30* 0.15 0.01 0.60

Anxiety

   Modality of work -0.14 0.11 -0.35 0.07

   Having children or not -0.34** 0.12 -0.57 -0.09

   Perceived social support -0.01** 0.04 -0.01 0.00

   Modality of work × having children or not 0.29* 0.15 -0.01 0.59

Note: ***p < 0.001; **p < 0 .01; *p < 0.05; CI = Confidence interval; LL = Lower limit; UL = Upper limit.
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Figure 1: Estimated marginal means of Z scores: Dass Depression.

         

Figure 2:  Estimated marginal means of Z scores: Dass Anxiety.
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the sense of belonging to the group and decrease the sense 
of abandonment. Governments, on the other side, should 
improve the services and help given to working mothers in 
order to avoid the sense of being alone dealing with balancing 
work and care giving duties. It is recommended that further 
exploration of the phenomenon is needed after several other 
months. Future research is needed to confirm these patterns.
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Anxiety: The main effect of perceived social support 
F (1,677) = 7.29 p < 0.01, was significant. Higher level of 
perceptions of social support are associated with lower levels 
of anxiety (ß = -0.008 p < 0.01). The main effect of having or 
not children was significant F (1,677) = 5.96 p < 0.01. Women 
without children reported higher levels of anxiety (M = 0.05; 
SD = 0.05) than women with children (M = -0.133; SD = 0.05). 
The interaction between having children or not and work 
modality was trending toward significance, F (1,677) 3.59 p 
= 0.058. Women with children who went to work reported 
lower levels of anxiety (M = -0.210; SD = 0.083) than those 
who worked at home (M = -0.056; SD = 0.07). Women without 
children who went to work (M = 0.125; SD = 0.090) reported 
higher levels of anxiety than those who worked from home 
(M = -0.014; SD = 062) (Figure 2).

Discussion
Our results showed that work modalities and perceived 

social support had an impact on women's wellbeing during 
COVID-19 lockdown, with some specificities and differences 
between women living with children and those who did 
not. In the group of women with minors, work at home was 
associated with higher levels of depression compared to go 
to work. For women with children, working at home might 
exacerbate the work-family conflict, and the difficulty to 
disengage from work commitments when working at home 
might be particularly evident for mothers who have to take 
care of their children. On the other side, working at home was 
associated with lower levels of depression than going to work 
in the group without minors. This may be due to the social 
support that can come from co-workers which helps reduce 
depression levels. Regarding anxiety levels, women with 
minors reported lower levels of anxiety than women without 
minors. In addition, women with minors who went to work 
showed lower levels of anxiety than women with minors who 
worked at home. Having these women to deal with balancing 
work, childcare, and housework, it may be that the difficulty 
of optimally dividing work-family schedules and roles may 
increase anxiety levels [12].

Consistent with the results of [13-15] who found that 
support was significantly and negatively associated with 
psychological well-being, we showed that the level of 
perceived social support received by others resulted as 
a protective factor both on anxiety and depression with 
different magnitudes of effects.

In conclusion, the results of this study suggest that the 
impact of occupational conditions on women’s mental 
health varies also according to the presence of children or 
not. Interestingly, work at home was a source of a distress 
for women with children, suggesting that different solutions 
should be found to help parents dealing with the continuous 
lack of educational services and school closures that still are 
often necessary to reduce contagion. Given the strong effects 
of perceived social support on the levels of anxiety and 
depression, employers should reflect on the characteristics 
of their employees' needs according to their conditions, 
creating social support networks with tailored support 
programs to increase, especially in women with children, 
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