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Abstract. Parental stress affects psychological well-being and is found in both parents of typical
children and parents of children with disabilities. Therefore, this is an important factor to consider
when discussing parents of children with disabilities and the relation between parents and their
children. This study analyzes the relationship between parental distress and parent-child relationship
among parents that have children with neurodevelopmental disorders. The sample consisted of 43
parents that completed the standardized questionnaires in regard to their relationship with their
children diagnosed with neurodevelopmental disorders. The study participants come from different
backgrounds, and the mean age of their children was 10.56. To determine the parents’ stress level,
we used the Parental Stress Scale, and for the relationship between parent and child, the Child-Parent
Relationship Scale. The results revealed that the relationship between the parents and children plays
an important role when it comes to parental stress. Namely, we found that closeness between a parent
and their child is a great predictor of parental stress, and conflicts between the two also have an
influence on the degree of stress a parent experiences.

Keywords. stress; parents; children; parent-child relationship; neurodevelopmental disorders;
disability

1. Conceptual clarifications

Stress can be defined as the body response to a certain event and the consequences of stress
can affect the state of physical health and mental health in general (WHO, 2021). However, the
consequences of stress may not be linked to a single stress factor but represent the result of the way
in which the individual copes with stress over time (Baban, 2013-2014).

Many studies have shown that the child’s disability can have the effect of increasing stress
among the parents of these children, comparable to the stress level of parents with typically
developing children. Also, studies on this topic have found that parental stress is also associated
with the severity level of the child’s disability, with the child’s ability to communicate, but also
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with the child’s behavioral difficulties. Therefore, there are many factors that need to be considered
when discussing about the level of stress of parents with children with disabilities may experience.
Previous research revealed that psychological distress in related to life satisfaction and that it
affects parents’ mental health and well-being. Also, some studies have shown that parental stress
can lead to less effective parenting, and it has an harmful effect on family relationships (Coldwell,
Pike & Dunn, 2006). Griffith et al., 2011a; 2011b, found that parental stress is also influenced by
the rarity of the disability of the child; because the lack of information some disabilities or the lack
of experts leads to additional worries when it comes to the child's future.

Research conducted on families with children with neurodevelopmental disorders suggests
that parental stress is influenced by certain aspects presented by these disorders (Estes et al., 2009).
Communication difficulties, rigid behavior patterns and difficult social interaction lead to
behaviors such as obsessive rituals or anxiety, which are difficult to manage and stressful for those
around (Lai & Oei, 2014; Peters-Scheffer, Didden & Korzilius, 2012). Lounds, Seltzer, Greenberg
and Shattuck (2007) conducted studies that demonstrated that parents of young children with ASD
may have an increased level of stress due to behavioral problems, compared to parents of older
children with ASD. But as they grow parents experience an increased level of stress due to worries
about the child's future or the lower support received by adolescents with ASD. Stress also affects
the family cohesion and functioning, as well as the quality of life of the family (Higgins, Bailey &
Pearce, 2005). It is well established that families where the child with disabilities has siblings
experience a lower level of stress, because siblings will bring opportunities for pleasant and
beneficial activities and socialization, which further increase satisfaction and quality of life and
reduce parental stress (Hastings, 2003; Lai & Oei, 2014). Therefore, there are countless factors
when we discuss about parental stress in families with children with disabilities or with
neurodevelopmental disorders, but the disability itself and its severity, the well-being of the family
and the mental health of the parents, are some important factors that we need to consider.

According to the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health;
Children and Young People's Version, disability is a term that refers to impairments, activity
limitation or participation restriction. This term refers to the negative aspects between the
individual with a health problem and the contextual factors in which he finds himself,
environmental and personal factors (CIF-CT, 2004). According to DSM-5, neurodevelopmental
disability represents several conditions that make their debut during the development period of an
individual. These conditions make their presence, as a rule, before the individual is of school age,
so at an early age of an individual. The main characteristics of the conditions are represented by
several developmental deficits that lead to functional impairments in the personal, social, school
and professional spheres. Neurodevelopmental disorders are classified as it follows: intellectual
disabilities, communication disorders, autism spectrum disorders, attention deficit/hyperactivity
disorder, specific learning disorders, motor disorders and other neurodevelopmental disorders.

Raising a child with neurodevelopmental disorders can be challenging for any parent and it
is often accompanied by high levels of stress due to difficulties, challenges, and frustrations of
everyday activities, the financial situation in some cases, the lack of social support and sometimes
because they are not always ready to have such a challenge in their life. It is important to note that
in a family with a child with disabilities the conditions that induce stress may be different from
family to family and we also need to consider the characteristics of the community that they leave
in. These factors may explain why parental stress is not always one-on-one related to the
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characteristics of the child. However, when it comes to children’s characteristic lack of social skills
or inadequate communication between the child and the parent seem to be one of the predictors of
parents’ distress (Stores et al., 1998). However, there are also parent-related factors that influence
the perceived level of distress, such as their coping strategies (Kim et al., 2003), their appraisal of
the situation and positive perceptions (Hastings and Taunt, 2002). Moreover, the socio-economic
status and the level of social support that the family has seem to play an important role in family
well-being (Willoughby & Glidden, 1995; Ben -Zur et al., 2005).

In one study conducted by Smith, Oliver and Innocenti (2001) it was shown that family
functioning and the severity of the child's disability influence parental stress in general, however,
family functioning had a greater role in this situation. Among the investigated family functioning
variables, the ones that stood out were those related to family resources, more than those related to
family support or stressful family events. Also, in the same study, it was highlighted that the
severity of the child's disability does not have a major impact on parental stress, but it has a major
influence on the stress related to the parent-child relationship. Finally, the child's social skills have
been shown to have a major impact on parental stress, even more than motor, communication,
cognitive or adaptive skills.

The relation between the child and the parent has been widely investigated in the last two
decades, especially considering the attachment theoretical model. Attachment is defined as the
innate neurobiological system that underlies the development of relationships between children
and their caregivers that ensure the child's safety (Bowlby, 1969; Ainsworth et. al., 1978). In terms
of the relation between parent and children, baby-specific behaviors that can be challenging for the
parent are crying, clinging to the caregiver, wariness of strangers, and preference for the caregiver.
Toddlers and preschoolers will use the caregiver to have a secure base to focus on exploring new
environments; older children, attachment behaviors include the caregiver's unconditional
availability and responsiveness and imply less need for physical closeness (Kobak, Rosenthal &
Serwik, 2005). According to Power et al., (2019), mothers of children with disabilities often show
symptoms of depression, that are are closely related to less responsive interactions between mother
and child. In addition, parents of children with disabilities are much more exposed to stress,
compared to parents of typical children, mainly because of the children's greater need for time and
emotional support from their parents. It is known that parents who are responsive to their children's
needs will help them develop healthy relationships. However, in the case of children with
disabilities, we cannot always discuss a clear expression of needs, therefore, the parents'
responsiveness may be low in this case. For example, it is known that cerebral palsy in children
has a negative effect on the child's way of expressing their needs in front of the parent and then,
inevitably, they will have a low collaboration with their parents, so the relationship between them
will be therefore, affected (Barfoot et al., 2017). Mothers appear to have less sensitive interactive
behaviors, desire more control, and be more hostile compared to mothers of typically developing
children (Veness & Relly, 2008).

It is also important to mention that the relationship between the caregiver and the child is
considered a bidirectional, that is, the child's behavior influences the parent's and vice versa
(Sameroff, 2009). Taking these into account, we conclude that the communication and social life
difficulties of a child with ASD will be a challenge for the caregiver to adapt to the situations his
child is going through, and for the child they will represent a challenge when it comes to predicting
and understanding the caregiver's behavior (Cortina & Liotti, 2010). Consequently, children with
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ASD may be at increased risk of developing non-healthy relationships with the parents compared
to typically developing children. Therefore, the difficulties encountered by the parents of children
with disabilities in the formation of the parent-child relationship are closely related to the way of
communication, responsiveness, but also to certain factors related to the child's disability, such as:
the ability to express their needs and the ability to understand their parents, but also each other.

2. Objectives and hypotheses

The objective of this study is to investigate the associations between the parent-child
relationship and parenting stress. We expected to identify an association between the level of
parental affection and parental distress, and, to identify an association between conflicts in the
parent-child relationship and parental distress.

3. Methodology

The chosen research design is a non-experimental, correlational approach, we also used
regression analysis. The sample consists of a number of 43 subjects, parents who have a child with
neurodevelopmental disorders in their family. They were selected through announcements
published on the Facebook and Instagram platforms. Therefore, they come from different
backgrounds, they are aged between 25 and 67 (mean age: 41), and their children have disorders
such as: ASD, ADHD, mental retardation, global developmental delay, language disorders or
specific learning disorders, and they are aged between 2 and 12 years (mean age 10.57). Also,
following data collection, the presence of associated diagnoses was noted. These range from
ADHD, to delayed language development and severe mental retardation. 30 of the 43 children are
male and the remaining 13 are female, but in the case of the parents, only 3 of the 43 are male.

Instruments

The Child-Parent Relationship Scale (CPRS) is a self-report instrument completed by
parents (mothers or fathers) that assesses parents' perceptions of their relationship with their
children and it was developed by Robert Pianta (University of Virginia’s Curry School of
Education and Human Development). The tool investigates both the negative and positive aspects
of the parent-child relationship and is widely used. The CPRS was adapted from the STRS
(Teacher-Student Relationship Scale) instrument. The latter evaluates teachers' perceptions of the
relationship with each student. The items were derived from attachment theory and with the help
of the literature on teacher-student interactions. The CPRS has three subscales: the conflict
subscale, the dependence subscale, and the affection subscale. The internal consistency of the
CPRS was demonstrated by Discroll and Pianta (2011), with Cronbach's alpha for maternal
closeness alpha= 0.72, conflict of 0.83 and dependence with alpha= 0.50. The scale was validated
alongside the Foreign Situation Paradigm and the Attachment Q-set, demonstrating that mother-
child attachment security was correlated with less conflict and more closeness.

The Parental Stress Scale (PPS) (Berry & Jones, 1995) is composed of 18 items that assess
parents' feelings about their parenting role, exploring both positive (such as emotional benefits or
personal development) and negative (such as feelings of stress or resource demands) aspects of
parenting). The PSS was developed by Judy Berry and Warren Jones (1995) and can be used to
assess the outcomes of interventions designed to support the parenting efficacy of mothers, fathers,
and/or caregivers of children across a wide age range. The questionnaire is intended for parents of
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children with and without clinical problems. It contains various measures of stress, emotion, and
role satisfaction, including perceived stress, work/family stress, loneliness, anxiety, guilt, marital
satisfaction/commitment, job satisfaction, and social support. Items are rated on a Likert scale, and
the final parenting stress score is obtained by adding all items together (positive items are reversed).
Overall, the PSS is designed to take a broad and one-dimensional approach, and the index sum
score should show the level of stress that the parents perceives at a certain moment.

4. Results

In Table 1 variables related to children-parent relationship and parental stress are presented.
The table illustrates the means of each scale and subscale used (the mean score for the conflict
subscale is 35.23; the mean score for closeness subscale is 37.86; the mean score for the
dependency subscale is 14.32 and the mean score for SSP scale 36.58).

Table 1. Descriptive data analysis

_Np. Minim. Maxim. Mean Star_1dz31rd
participants deviation
Conflict 43 16,00 56,00 35,23 10.23
subscale
Closeness 43 20,00 48,00 37.86 733
subscale
Dependence 43 6.00 20,00 14.32 3.23
subscale
SSP Total 43 21,00 57,00 36,58 9.95

Regarding the conflict subscale, the values fluctuated widely, with most parents reporting a
distress of 35.23, while some of them reported a low (16.00) or high (56.00) level. For the closeness
subscale we observe values close to the conflict one. Most parents reporting a level of 37.86 with
a minimum of 20.00 and a maximum of 48.00. And for the addiction one, the reported minimum
and maximum are much lower compared to the rest of the subscales (6.00 and 20.00, respectively),
and the average is also low: 14.32. And finally, looking at the total SSP score we see a fairly high
level of stress (36.58) with oscillating values for the minimum and maximum (21.00 and 57.00,
respectively).

We can see that the mean of the closeness subscale is the highest and that of the dependence
subscale is the lowest. This shows us that parent-child closeness is significantly higher in relation
to parental stress.

The association between parent-child closeness and parenting stress. The association between
parent-child conflict and parenting stress.

Table 2. Correlations among closeness, conflict and parental stress

Closeness subscale SSP Total Conflict subscale
Closeness subscale 1 -.566**
SSP Total -.566** 1 416**
Conflict subscale ,A416** 1
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Our results revealed a negative, highly significant correlation between parents' closeness to
their children and the parental stress they face (-.566**; p <.001). Regarding the conflict between
the parent and his child and the stress the parent faces, there is a positive, highly significant
correlation between the conflict subscale and the scale measuring stress (.416**; p <.001).

All these correlations are presented in Table 2.

We also wanted to investigate if some of the characteristic regarding the parent-child
relationship conflict, closeness or dependence predict the parental stress. We implemented a
regression analysis in SPPS in order to identity if one of the investigated variables can predict
parent’s distress. The model indicates R= .594a; R2 .352 and adjusted R2=.303. These represent
the multiple correlation coefficient, the percentage of variation in the criterion determined by the
simultaneous variation of the predictors, and the correction made for the number of predictors. Our
results showed that the regression model is significant, F (3, 39)= 7.077; p < .005. And the model
indicates that parent-child closeness predicts parenting stress (B= -.650; SE= .202; B= -.479; p <
.005).

Table 3. Regression analysis

B Standard error Beta Significance
Constant 53.816 10,957 .000
Conflict subscale .188 153 194 225
Closeness subscale -.650 .202 -.479 .003
Dependence subscale .051 431 .017 .907

Conclusions

The study analyzed the parent-child relationship in relation to parental distress in the case
of children with neurodevelopmental disorders. Our results revealed that there is an association
between parental distress and the level of parental affection, and an association between parental
distress and parent-child relationship conflicts. To assess the link between parental stress and the
parent-child relationship, correlation analysis was conducted. The first correlation was the link
between parenting stress and parents' closeness to their children. As results for this we obtained a
negative and strongly significant correlation. And the second correlation was made between
parental distress and conflicts between parents and their children. Its results revealed a positive and
highly significant correlation. Our results mainly show that when the closeness between the parent
and his child is low the distress will be higher, and if it is increased the distress will be lower. These
two variables are inversely proportional. We couldn’t find this association when we analyzed the
relation between dependency and parental stress.

The next step in this study was to find out which of the variables (conflict, closeness,
dependence) predicts the occurrence of parental stress. For this step, we performed the regression
analysis that proved that the closeness subscale from the administered tests is the one that predicts
parental distress. We can conclude that the distress of parents of children with neurodevelopmental
disorders is related to the parent-child relationship, especially with their ability to connect and be
close to their children needs. The objective of the study was to investigate associations between a
parent's relationship with their child and parenting stress, and we can conclude that there is a
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relationship between distress and the parent-child relationship in the case of parents of children
with neurodevelopmental disorders, and this is influenced by conflicts, but also by the degree of
closeness in this relationship.

The results of the conducted study are also duplicated by results collected from similar
studies. They also analyzed other factors that influence parental stress in the context of a child with
disabilities and brought important results to the study of this phenomenon. Martin and Colbert,
1997 state that the psychological state of parents is strongly affected from the first diagnosis their
child may receive. These parents face the loss of the possibility and the dream of having a perfect
child which leads to experiencing a process of loss resulting in high emotional distress. Having a
disabled child requires parents to readjust and change the role from a typical child’s parent to a
disabled child’s parent, this leading to anxiety that inevitably increases stress level. Keenan,
Newman, Gray, and Rineheart, (2016) also conducted a study that revealed that parents of children
with ASD reported higher levels of parent-child relationship related stress than parents of typical
children in the study. Other studies have revealed that it is not just the diagnosis that can cause
stress for parents, but also the child's characteristics and behaviors that are related to the diagnosis.
Therefore, the results of the present study are line with previous research, emphasizing the
importance of the relationship between children and their parents, as well as the quality of the
relation.

One of the limit of this study is related to the participants. Firstly, the sample is quite small
(43 participants) and the gender diversity of the sample is almost non-existent, as only 3 of the
participants are male. Secondly, most of the children involved had a diagnosis of ASD or ADHD,
the rest of the neurodevelopmental disorders being present to a very small extent, which did not
allow a separate analysis according to the diagnosis. Other limitations of the study may be the lack
of a comparison sample, the self-completion of the questionnaires or the collection of data online,
which did not allow to know the sample, except minimally (name, sex, age).

But looking at the study as a whole, it can be a start for the implementation of certain
intervention programs to help parents, it can lead to more in-depth future research, and it can be a
small step in the research of parent-child relationship in relation to parental stress in parents of
children with disorders of neurodevelopment.
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