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The onset of the Covid-19 pandemic has disrupted the lives of families in the United States and across the world, impacting parent mental health and stress, and in turn, the parent-child relationship. Music is a common parent-child activity and has been found to positively impact relationships, but little is known about music’s role in parent-child interactions during a pandemic. The current study utilized an online questionnaire to assess the use of music in the home of young children and their parents in the United States and Canada during Covid-19 and its relationship with parents’ affective attachment with their child. Musical activity was high for both parents and children. Parents reported using music for both emotion regulation and to socially connect with their children. Parent-child musical engagement was associated with parent-child attachment, controlling for relevant parent variables including parent distress, efficacy, education, and parent-child engagement in non-musical activities. These results indicate that music may be an effective tool for building and maintaining parent-child relationships during a period of uncertainty and change.
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INTRODUCTION

“During times of sadness or stress we listen to favorite songs, dance, and this relieves stress and lifts moods”

– parent of a 67 month old.

“My youngest son pretty much lives through music, and it seems to be more acute now than before the lockdown”

– parent of a 33 month old.

The unprecedented Covid-19 global pandemic has impacted families’ daily lives across the world. A record number of Americans filed for unemployment in light of the pandemic, with the unemployment rate rising from 3.5% in February 2020 to 14.7% in April 2020, a rate higher than it had been in 80 years (Altig et al., 2020). In particular, the pandemic has been associated with an increase in risk factors for many mental health conditions as a result of social distancing regulations and state-wide stay-at-home orders. According to a Center for Disease Control report from August 2020, 40.9% of over 5,000 United States adults reported at least one adverse mental or behavioral health condition (Czeisler et al., 2020). Compared to reported symptoms in 2019, the prevalence of symptoms of anxiety disorder more than tripled and the prevalence of depressive disorder nearly quadrupled (Czeisler et al., 2020).

In addition to the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the stress levels and mental health of individuals, the pandemic rapidly altered family life. Many schools and child care centers (e.g., daycares) closed and parent caregivers lost wages and jobs or had to work remotely (Bartik et al., 2020; U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation, 2020). Caregivers had to care for and entertain their children and simultaneously support their families financially and keep them safe. Working mothers of children under 5 years old reported increased difficulty balancing work and family during Covid-19 (Del Boca et al., 2020). During the pandemic, parents spent more time with their children in different types of activities, including playing more games, watching more television, and playing with more toys (Lee et al., 2020). Because of the added stressors of parenting during a pandemic, caregivers of children were at an increased risk of experiencing adverse mental health symptoms compared to non-parents (Russell et al., 2020). Parents’ reports of daily mood were significantly more negative during the pandemic than before its onset (Gassman-Pines et al., 2020). Furthermore, the additional parenting needs and increased stressors were contributors to compromised parent-child relationships (Russell et al., 2020). In a national survey study assessing the physical and emotional well-being of parents and children in the United States in June 2020, there were significant links between parents’ mental health, children’s stress, and parent-child closeness and conflict (Russell et al., 2020). Parents who greatly increased time spent with their child due to the pandemic experienced higher levels of stress, anxiety, and frustration toward their child (Calarco et al., 2020). In light of Covid-19’s impact on family life, it is important to consider activities that parents’ may use to regulate their mental health/emotional state and their connection with their children.

Music can positively impact mental health in both clinical and non-clinical populations. Group singing can serve as a coping mechanism for people experiencing adverse situations (Von Lob et al., 2010). Music therapy may be an effective treatment for depression (Hanser and Thompson, 1994; Erkkilä et al., 2011) and anxiety (Bulfone et al., 2009) in a variety of populations. Regarding parents specifically, after participating in a ten-week group music therapy program, parents facing disadvantages or with a child with a disability reported improvements in their mental health and decreased levels of irritability (Nicholson et al., 2008). Participation in a group parent-infant music program was associated with faster improvements in mothers’ postnatal depressive symptoms vs. participation in a non-music play group or usual care (Fancourt and Perkins, 2018a; Perkins et al., 2018).

Furthermore, everyday musical experiences aid in emotion regulation (Thayer et al., 1994) and stress reduction (Yehuda, 2011). In everyday situations, people select what music to listen to based upon their current emotional situation; in other words, listeners seek out music that can control, support, or change their emotional state (Thoma et al., 2012). Listening to music is associated with lower subjective stress levels (Linnemann et al., 2015) and with lower levels of cortisol (Kreutz et al., 2012). In particular, maternal singing to babies and infants has been found to modulate parents’ and infants’ arousal levels (Cirelli et al., 2020). Additionally, mothers smile more when singing than speaking to their infant (Trehub et al., 2016) and report higher positive affect following singing with their infant as compared to non-musical play (Fancourt and Perkins, 2018b). In a survey of over 2,000 parents with children under 3 years of age, parents who sang or played music daily reported fewer depressive symptoms than those that did not (Custodero et al., 2003).

Music also supports connectedness to others and social bonding (Freeman, 2000; Dunbar, 2012). Parents frequently report using music with their baby as a way to encourage interaction and connectedness (Custodero and Johnson-Green, 2008). The mother-baby bond was significantly stronger for mothers who were encouraged to sing to their babies compared to mothers that were not (Persico et al., 2017). Parents participating in shared parent-child musical experiences report increased closeness to their child compared to those participating in non-musical play (Fancourt and Perkins, 2018b). Even during early childhood, joint musical experiences are associated with children’s prosocial behavior toward other children or adults (Kirschner and Tomasello, 2010; Cirelli et al., 2014, 2018).

Several particular elements of music may support its relationship to social bonding. Tarr et al. (2014) suggest that two mechanisms that support the relationship between music and social bonding are interpersonal synchronization and the release of endorphins. Music has a predictable, rhythmic structure that facilitates interpersonal movement synchrony with others (Savage et al., 2020). The pitch range and scale structure of children’s music may also allow for coordinating vocal interactions, supporting group experiences and connectedness (Savage et al., 2020). Additionally, the repetitive structure and multimodal social cues (voice, facial expressions, movement, and touch) employed during musical games sustain children’s attention and support their social learning particularly when in the meaningful context of parent-child interactions (Lense and Jones, 2016; Mehr et al., 2016; Trehub et al., 2016).

Musical experiences are natural and common in early childhood interactions (Politimou et al., 2018). Several studies focused on characterizing the musical experiences of infants reported frequent musical activity and exposure (e.g., Custodero et al., 2003; Mendoza and Fausey, 2019). Studies of preschool children are rarer and have mixed results, with some reporting the use of music daily (Blackburn, 2017) and others reporting less frequent use (de Vries, 2009). The types of musical activities in early childhood are also varied (Steinberg et al., 2020b). Several studies note that singing is a frequent parent-child musical activity (Ilari, 2005; Blackburn, 2017; Mendoza and Fausey, 2019). However, other common children’s musical activities include the use of musical toys (Mendoza and Fausey, 2019), playing recorded music (de Vries, 2009; Mendoza and Fausey, 2019), and listening and dancing to music with others (Blackburn, 2017). Different music activities can have different purposes. For instance, parents may use passive musical activities, like listening to music or watching music videos, to keep their child occupied, while active, joint parent-child music activities, like singing or dancing, may be used as a social experience (Lense et al., 2020; Steinberg et al., 2020b).

Given the positive social and emotional effects of musical engagement, along with the prevalence of music use in the home of parents and their young children, it is important to understand the role of everyday musical experiences during the Covid-19 pandemic for parents, their young children, and the parent-child relationship. In the present study, we describe the ways in which parents and their children engage with music during a global pandemic and evaluate if parent musical engagement, child musical engagement, or joint parent-child musical engagement changed as compared to before the Covid-19 pandemic. We then explore the purposes of music use during Covid-19 with an emphasis on the use of music for emotion regulation and social connection. Finally, we consider if parent-child music engagement during Covid-19 relates to the parent-child relationship; specifically, we examine if parent-child music engagement is associated with parents’ affective attachment to their child, i.e., the emotions and thoughts parents have about their child and the parent-child relationship.



MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants

Participants were 177 caregivers of children between 6 and 70 months old (M = 35.9, SD = 17.4), with all ages well-represented throughout the age range. Children were approximately evenly split by gender (48.0% male) and by whether they had a sibling (48.6% only child). Respondents of the survey were primarily the children’s biological mothers (94.4%) and were highly educated (61.7% with a graduate degree). Participants primarily lived in the United States (74%) and Canada (24%). During the Covid-19 pandemic, participants reported losing child care outside of the home, reducing time spent outside of the home, and spending much more time with their children. Full demographics and impact of Covid-19 on caregivers can be found in Table 1.


TABLE 1. Sample (n = 177) Demographics and Covid-19 Impact.
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Procedure

Data were collected via an online survey using REDCap, a secure, online data server (Harris et al., 2009). The survey assessed demographic information (including impact of Covid-19 on the family), parent and child music engagement and activities, and parent-child attachment, as well as other relevant parent/family characteristics known to impact parent-child attachment such as parent mental health and parenting efficacy. All measures are described below. The survey was available from April to August 2020 and took approximately 20–30 minutes to complete. Over 90% of participants filled out the survey in April or May of 2020 (during the first 2–3 months of lockdown and school/daycare closings in the United States and Canada). The study was approved by the university IRB. Participants provided informed consent prior to accessing the questionnaire.



Measures


Musical Engagement


Parent-Child Musical Engagement

Participants responded to an adapted version of the standardized Music@Home scale (Politimou et al., 2018). The measure consisted of 17 items that assessed respondents’ use of music with their child in the home. Participants used a Likert scale ranging from one (completely disagree) to seven (completely agree) to indicate their agreement with statements like “I sing to/with my child several times (e.g., 5–10) a day.” Items were summed for a total Music@Home score, ranging from 17 to 119 (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.92). Items were also divided into two subscales, Child Active Engagement with Music (nine items; Cronbach’s alpha = 0.89) and Parent Initiation of Musical Activities (eight items; Cronbach’s alpha = 0.92).



Child Musical Engagement

Participants used a Likert scale ranging from zero (0 min) to six (more than 2 h) to indicate the average amount of time their child spent in various music activities each day. Items included singing, playing instruments, listening to recorded music, playing with musical toys, watching music videos on a TV/tablet, dancing to music, and engaging in music activities with another person.

Participants used a five-point Likert scale ranging from “much less” to “much more” to indicate how much time their child spent watching music videos, listening to recorded music, and engaging in music with another person during Covid-19 as compared to before the pandemic.

Participants used a Likert scale ranging from one (completely disagree) to seven (completely agree) to indicate their agreement with reasons that they or a family member use music in the home with their child. There were 10 possible reasons such as to soothe the child when upset, to get their child’s attention, as part of night-time routines, and to practice communication skills. Responses were re-coded into agree or disagree and then summed for the number of items endorsed to represent a total Function of Music Activities score (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.75).



Parent Musical Engagement

Participants used a five-point Likert scale ranging from “much less” to “much more” to indicate how much time they spent listening to and making music during Covid-19 as compared to before the pandemic. Participants also answered Likert scale questions, ranging from one (completely disagree) to seven (completely agree), about how listening to and making music helps them to regulate their emotions, regulate their children’s emotions, socially connect with adults in and outside of their family, and socially connect with their children. Finally, participants indicated how much they now use music to help with their emotion regulation and social connection compared to an average day before Covid-19 using a five-point Likert scale ranging from “much less” to “much more.”



Parent-Child Attachment

Parent-child attachment was measured using the Postnatal Attachment Questionnaire (PAQ; Condon and Corkindale, 1998). The PAQ consists of 19 Likert scale items that assess parents’ affective attachment to their child, using questions like “when I am with the child I feel tense and anxious.” Items were summed for a total Parent-Child Attachment score (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.78). The PAQ was originally intended for use with infants but has also been used to assess parent-child attachment in older children (e.g., Goodman and Glenwick, 2012; Steinberg et al., 2020b) because it emphasizes parents’ feelings toward their child, rather than children’s feelings or behaviors toward the parent. We changed the word “baby” to the word “child” in order to make the survey more applicable to our sample.



Parent Distress

Parent distress was measured using the Kessler Screening Scale for Psychological Distress (K6; Kessler et al., 2002). The K6 consists of six Likert scale items, ranging from zero (none of the time) to four (all of the time), that assess parents’ mental health through capturing the reported frequency of feelings like nervousness, hopelessness, sadness, and restlessness. Items were summed for a total Parent Distress score (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.83), ranging from zero to 24. A score of zero indicates no distress, one to five indicates low distress, six to 12 indicates moderate distress, and 13–24 indicates high distress (Forman-Hoffman et al., 2014; Tomitaka et al., 2019). Parent distress scores and categorizations for the current sample are provided in Table 1.



Parenting Self-Efficacy

Parenting self-efficacy was measured using one question: “Which of the following statements best describes how you feel about yourself as a parent?” Participants responded using a Likert scale ranging from one (not very good at being a parent) to five (a very good parent). This item was adapted from the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (Zubrick et al., 2008).



Non-Musical Parent-Child Activities

To measure overall time spent in parent-child activities, participants responded to the Family Activities Questionnaire (FAQ), adapted from questions used in the Millennium Cohort Study (Hansen et al., 2010). Parents responded to Likert scales ranging from one (hardly ever) to five (several times a day) to describe how frequently they engaged in five different activities with their child (e.g., reading, drawing, playing outdoor games). Items were summed to indicate a total Parent-Child Activity score (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.59).



Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were examined for relevant music variables, capturing parent-child musical engagement, child music activities, and parent musical engagement during the Covid-19 pandemic. All five-point Likert items to assess change in music activities during vs. pre-Covid-19 were scaled to range from −2 (much less) to +2 (much more), so that a score of zero reflected a response of “about the same.” We used t-tests (one sample, two-tailed) to assess whether parents’ perceptions of music activities/reasons for using music during Covid-19 were significantly different than before Covid-19. Correlations were calculated between parent-child musical engagement, parent-child attachment, parenting efficacy, parent distress, non-musical family activities, parent education, child age, and change in time spent with child during Covid-19. Additionally, we conducted exploratory analyses investigating correlations between particular musical activities, parent reasons for using music with their child, and parent-child attachment.1 A linear regression model was used to examine the relationship between parent-child musical engagement and parent-child attachment, controlling for relevant parent variables, change in time parent spent with child due to Covid-19, and child age. Due to the large number of analyses conducted, only p-values of <0.01 are reported as significant. All analyses were run in SAS University Edition version 9.4.



RESULTS


Musical Experiences


Parent-Child Musical Engagement

Parent-child musical engagement during Covid-19 (based on Music@Home total scores) was high across the sample though there was also substantial individual variability in music engagement. Total and subscale scores can be found in Table 2.


TABLE 2. Parent-child music engagement and child music activities.
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Child Musical Engagement

Parents reported that their child participated in a variety of musical activities (Table 2). Children spent the most time (between 20 and 59 minutes a day) listening to music, engaging in music with another person, and watching music videos. Compared to an average day before Covid-19, parents reported that their child spent significantly more time watching music videos, t(173) = 14.10, p < 0.0001, d = 1.07, listening to recorded music, t(173) = 9.37, p < 0.0001, d = 0.71, and engaging in music with another person, t(173) = 8.74, p < 0.0001, d = 0.66.

Parents endorsed on average between seven to eight (out of 10) reasons for using music with their child. The most popular reason for using music was to keep busy or pass the time while waiting (88.7% endorsed), while the least commonly endorsed reason was to help with transitions between activities (55.9% endorsed). The percent of parents that endorsed each reason can be found in Table 3.


TABLE 3. Percent of parents that endorsed using music with their child for each reason.

[image: Table 3]
There were small, significant correlations between various child music activities and reasons that parents used music with their children (controlling for child’s age). Activities that involved children’s active participation such as playing instruments, playing with musical toys, dancing to music, and engaging in music socially were generally the most commonly and most strongly correlated with specific functions of musical activities. In contrast, the activity of watching music videos was only associated with the reasons of practicing academic skills, practicing communication skills, and distracting the child. The full correlation table can be found in Supplementary Table 1 in the supplement.



Parent Musical Engagement

In regard to their own music engagement, parents reported listening to, t(176) = 7.47, p < 0.0001, d = 0.56, and making, t(176) = 2.76, p < 0.01, d = 0.21, music during Covid-19 significantly more than before the pandemic. Parents agreed or strongly agreed that listening to and making music helps to regulate their emotions, regulate their child’s emotions, and helps them to socially connect with their children (Table 4). They also reported that they were using music for these purposes significantly more during Covid-19 than before the pandemic, p′s < 0.0001, d′s = 0.51 (regulate own emotions), 0.94 (regulate child’s emotions), 0.99 (socially connect with child). In comparison, compared to before the pandemic, during Covid-19 parents were less likely to use music to socially connect with other adults not in their family, p < 0.001, d = −0.28. There were no changes in using music to connect with adults in their family during the pandemic.


TABLE 4. Parent reports of the purpose of listening to or making music during Covid-19.
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Correlations Between Parent-Child Attachment and Other Variables

There was a significant, small, positive correlation between parent-child musical engagement and parent-child attachment, r = 0.29, p < 0.001. Parent-child attachment was also significantly correlated with parent distress, r = −0.40, p < 0.001, parenting self-efficacy, r = 0.50, p < 0.001, and parent education, r = −0.27, p < 0.001. Parent-child musical engagement was significantly correlated with non-musical family activities, r = 0.23, p < 0.01. The full correlation matrix can be found in Table 5.


TABLE 5. Correlations between parent-child attachment, parent-child musical engagement, and other variables.
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Parent-Child Attachment and Parent-Child Musical Engagement

The model including Music@Home total score, parent distress and self-efficacy, parent education level, child age, non-musical family activities, and change in time spent with child during Covid-19 significantly related to parent-child attachment scores, F(7, 165) = 18.61, p < 0.0001. While the largest predictors of parent-child attachment were parent-related variables of parent distress, self-efficacy, and parent education, parent-child music (See Table 6 for the full parent-child attachment model) engagement was still significantly associated with parent-child attachment even when controlling for these variables. In contrast, non-musical family activities was not a significant predictor.


TABLE 6. Parent-child attachment model.
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To further unpack how specific music activities relate to parent-child attachment, we also conducted exploratory correlations between parent-child attachment and the two Music@Home subscales, as well as between parent-child attachment, specific child music activities, and specific reasons why parents used music with their child (controlling for other variables significantly associated with attachment and child age). There were significant small-to-moderate correlations with several items, notably the Music@Home Parent Initiation of Music subscale (r = 0.26, p < 0.001), three of the child music behavior items (playing instruments, r = 0.31, p < 0.001; dancing to music, r = 0.29, p < 0.001; engaging in music socially, r = 0.29, p < 0.001), and several of the reasons for using music. See Supplementary Table 2 in the Supplement for all correlations.



DISCUSSION

The Covid-19 pandemic considerably altered the lives of parents of young children. Disruptions to everyday life, including loss of childcare (Patrick et al., 2020) and changes in employment situations (Craig and Churchill, 2020) were common across the world as a result of mandated lockdowns and stay at home orders, with parents of young children experiencing increased stress levels and time spent with their children (Calarco et al., 2020; Russell et al., 2020). Given the high prevalence of parent-child musical engagement in the home (Politimou et al., 2018) and the known benefits of music for emotion regulation and social connection (Freeman, 2000; Dunbar, 2012; Moore, 2013), the current study aimed to understand how parents and children engaged in music activities during the pandemic. Results demonstrated that (1) parents frequently engaged in musical activities with their young children during the Covid-19 pandemic; (2) parents perceived that their own and their child’s music activities increased during Covid-19; (3) parents reported using music for both their own and their child’s emotion regulation, as well as for social connection with their children during Covid-19; and (4) parent-child music engagement significantly predicted parent-child attachment, controlling for relevant parent variables, including parent distress, efficacy, and education, parent-child engagement in non-musical activities, child age, and change in time spent with their child during Covid-19.

Parents frequently engaged in musical activities with their child during the Covid-19 pandemic. Even though life and routines drastically changed for families during the pandemic, parent-child music activities remained a part of parent-child interactions consistent with the ubiquity of parent-child musical engagement during non-pandemic times (Steinberg et al., 2020b). In fact, parents reported that their child’s, their own, and their joint engagement with music increased overall during the pandemic; effect sizes for these perceptions of changes in music activities were medium to large. Parents perceived that their child listened to music, watched music videos, and engaged in music with another person significantly more than they did before the pandemic. Listening to music and watching music videos (passive musical activities) and engaging in music socially (an active, shared musical activity) were the activities that parents reported children spent the most time doing, perhaps reflecting both parents’ need to keep children busy alone while parents attended to other matters and their increased time with their child. Indeed, parents reported using music for specific functional purposes with their child, which aligned with the specific types of musical activities. These findings are similar to those of other music questionnaire studies, which suggested that listening, singing, and dancing to music with others are common activities for children under 5 years of age (Custodero et al., 2003; Blackburn, 2017); families appear to continue to utilize these activities, perhaps at an increased level, during Covid-19.

There was a strong consensus (means that fell between agree and strongly agree) that parents listened to and/or made music for their own and their children’s emotion regulation and in order to socially connect with their children. Indeed, effect sizes were strong for parents using music as a tool for/with their children’s emotional and social needs vs. parents using music to connect with other adults (within or outside of their household). This may reflect the increased time parents were spending with their child due to Covid-19, the importance of parents in supporting children’s social-emotional needs, and/or the general centrality of the parent-child relationship for parents of young children (Borkowski et al., 2001). Music has been linked to several positive psychosocial outcomes in regard to emotions, relationships, and mood including for parents of young children (Hargreaves and North, 1999; Custodero et al., 2003; Croom, 2015; Fancourt and Perkins, 2017). Our results indicate that during a global pandemic, music continues to serve as a social and emotional tool for parents and children.

Consistent with this, parent-child musical engagement was positively related to parent-child attachment, even when controlling for high parent distress levels during Covid-19 and parenting efficacy and education, constructs that are highly related to parent-child attachment (Atkinson et al., 2000; Kohlhoff and Barnett, 2013). In contrast, spending time with children in non-musical activities did not significantly relate to parent-child attachment. When examining the two Music@Home subscales separately, the Parent Initiation of Music subscale was particularly associated with parent-child attachment. This may reflect the importance of parents being actively engaged in an activity with their child and/or their intentionality in sharing meaningful, social experiences with their child (note that the Postnatal Attachment Questionnaire used in the present study reflects parents’ affective attachment to their child). Consistent with this, exploratory analyses revealed that the music activities most associated with parent-child attachment were ones which afforded opportunities for parents and children to have productive, active roles in a social context such as dancing or engaging in social games. The relationship between interpersonal, social music activities with parents’ affective attachment is also consistent with broader theories of musicality emerging because it supports social bonding (Savage et al., 2020).

Although not causal, the positive relationship between parent-child musical activities and parent-child attachment suggests that joint musical experiences may be a contributor to facilitating parents’ affective connection to their child even during the increased stress, increased parenting time, and other life changes occurring in the midst of a global pandemic. Due to the cross-sectionality of the current study, the direction of the findings cannot be tested, and it may be that parents who are close to their children engage in more musical activities (though note no relationship was observed between parent-child attachment and non-musical activities). Of course, other family, child, and parent factors and activities which were not captured in the current study also contribute to parent-child attachment during Covid-19.

As parent and child stress, mental health difficulties, and parent-child conflict are increased during Covid-19 (Russell et al., 2020), it is essential to consider activities that support parent-child attachment, which is linked with both parent and child well-being (Johnson, 2013; de Cock, Evi et al., 2016). Previous research with parents of children under 12 years old found that activities like playing games and watching TV with their child increased the most during the Covid-19 pandemic, with less than half (40.1%) of their participants reporting an increase in parent-child singing (Lee et al., 2020). As the current study indicates that music in particular is beneficial for supporting the parent-child relationship, future work can consider how to support parents in incorporating musical activities into their home routines during times of increased caregiving responsibilities and stress.

Another limitation of the current study to be addressed in future studies was the high education level of participants (61.7% with a graduate degree), which may have contributed to parent reports of frequent musical activities (e.g., Custodero et al., 2003). While we controlled for parent education in the parent-child attachment model, a more representative sample could expand our knowledge of music in the home across diverse families and situations. At the onset of Covid-19, highly educated professionals had the most flexibility to work remotely from home (Dey et al., 2020). Likewise, our participants exhibited this flexibility: 78.5% of participants worked outside the home before the pandemic, while 18.1% worked outside the home during the pandemic, with only 7.3% of participants reporting reduced or lost wages. Thus, while music and parent-child attachment were related for this group of parents, the relationship may differ for parents experiencing more adverse direct effects of Covid-19, like losing employment. At the same time, our sample did exhibit elevated levels of parent distress, with 45.8% of parents experiencing moderate levels of distress and 9.6% of parents experiencing severe levels of distress. Comparatively, in 2018, only 21.4% of a national sample of adults with children under 18 years old in their home exhibited moderate or severe levels of parent distress (Twenge and Joiner, 2020). Given the use of an online survey to collect data, parents with internet access and time to complete the survey were the most likely to fill it out. As such, the sample may have spent more time with their children during the pandemic than the general parent population, and had more time to engage in musical (and other) activities. Additionally, the majority of the present data was collected in the first months of the pandemic-associated closures and lockdowns in the United States and Canada. Longitudinal studies could assess how use of music and its impact on the parent-child relationship changes with prolonged experience of the pandemic. Finally, for a subset of items, participants were asked to retrospectively compare their purposes for using music before the pandemic to their current situation, which may be subject to response bias.

Music is a powerful tool for bringing parents and their children together. Amidst changed routines and high stress of the Covid-19 pandemic, music was a tool for emotion regulation and a way for parents to socially connect with their children; parents’ scores on the standardized Music@Home survey significantly related to their affective attachment toward their child. Findings suggest that even during times of increased caregiving needs and high parent distress, music continues to be a ubiquitous part of families’ lives and may play a role in and/or reflect the parent-child relationship.
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