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The present study aimed to compare stress levels among parents of children with
neurodevelopmental disorders (ND). The sample consisted of 180 parents,
including 60 parents of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), 60 parents
of children with intellectual disability (ID), and 60 parents of children with specific

learning disorder (SLD), who were selected through convenience sampling.

Parental stress was measured using the Parental Stress Scale (Barry & Jones,
1995). Data were analyzed using a two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). The
results indicated that parents of children with ASD experienced significantly higher

levels of stress compared to parents in the other two groups. These findings

highlight the need for designing and implementing preventive and interventional
programs aimed at reducing stress among parents of children with ASD.
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Introduction

The family is widely recognized as the most
fundamental social institution, within which
individuals function through interconnected
subsystems, including marital, parental, and
sibling units (Bekvar & Bekvar, 1997; Park,
2004). These subsystems interact dynamically
and shape the emotional and behavioral
patterns of family members. Parenthood, as
one of the most enduring and complex human
roles, is significantly influenced by both
intrafamilial and external factors that
contribute to the adoption of either adaptive or
maladaptive parenting styles (Sigl & Hertezel,
2013; Karbari, 2021). The quality of parenting
plays a decisive role in children’s
development, and families in which parents
demonstrate positive parenting practices tend
to function more effectively overall (Espidel,
2020).

The birth of a child with psychological or
developmental difficulties introduces
substantial challenges into the family system.
Parents often experience heightened emotional
pressure, including persistent stress, guilt, and
feelings of shame (Pawlos, 2016; Long, 2009).
In addition to caring for the child with
disabilities, parents must attend to the needs of
neurotypical siblings, who may themselves
experience increased emotional or behavioral
problems  (Genabadi, 2016). Research
consistently indicates that parents of children
with developmental or intellectual disabilities
report higher levels of psychological distress
and are more likely to adopt ineffective or
maladaptive parenting practices (Day et al.,
2021).

Parental stress also affects the marital
subsystem, negatively influencing marital
satisfaction, sexual well-being, and overall
psychological health, thereby undermining
relationship stability (Mahmoudi et al., 2017;
Manim & Junior, 2017). Empirical evidence
suggests that parental mental health is closely
associated with the ability to meet the
emotional and physical needs of a child with
disabilities, whereas chronic stress and anxiety
significantly impair effective parent—child
interactions (Megansamz, 2012). Despite
extensive research on the challenges of raising
a child with disabilities, it remains unclear

which specific neurodevelopmental disorders
impose the greatest level of stress on parents.
This gap underscores the need for comparative
research. Accordingly, the present study aims
to compare parental stress among parents of
children diagnosed with autism spectrum
disorder, intellectual disability, and specific
learning disorder.

Methodology

This study employed a descriptive causal-
comparative design to examine differences in
parental stress among parents of children with
neurodevelopmental  disorders, including
autism spectrum disorder (ASD), intellectual
disability (ID), and specific learning disorder
(SLD), with consideration of parent gender.
The statistical population comprised all parents
of children aged 7 to 12 years diagnosed with
these disorders in Shiraz during the 2020-2021
academic year.

A total sample of 180 parents (60 per
diagnostic group; 30 mothers and 30 fathers in
each group) was selected using convenience
sampling. Inclusion criteria included having a
child aged 7-12 diagnosed with ASD, ID, or
SLD; sufficient literacy to complete the
guestionnaires; cohabitation of both parents
with the child; and willingness to participate.

Parental stress was measured using the 18-
item Parental Stress Scale (PSS; Berry &
Jones, 1995), rated on a 5-point Likert scale.
The instrument assesses both positive and
negative dimensions of parenting and has
demonstrated acceptable reliability and validity
in prior research. Data were analyzed using
SPSS wversion 25. Descriptive statistics
(frequency, percentage, mean, and standard
deviation) were calculated, and inferential
analysis was conducted using two-way
analysis of variance (ANOVA), followed by
Scheffé post hoc tests.

Finding

Descriptive ~ findings  revealed notable
differences in parental stress across the three
diagnostic groups. As shown in Table 1,
parents of children with ASD reported the
highest mean stress levels (M = 46.4),
followed by parents of children with SLD (M
= 39.8), while parents of children with
intellectual disability reported the lowest stress
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levels (M = 35.7). Within each diagnostic
group, mothers reported slightly higher stress
levels than fathers; however, these differences
were minimal.

Prior to conducting the main analysis, the
assumptions of two-way ANOVA—including
normality and homogeneity of variances—
were examined and satisfied. The results of the
two-way ANOVA indicated a significant main
effect of the child’s diagnostic group on
parental stress (F(2,174) = 20.00, p < .001),
suggesting that the type of neurodevelopmental
disorder significantly influences parental stress
levels. In contrast, the main effect of parent
gender was not statistically significant
(F(1,174) = 0.10, p = .74), indicating no
meaningful difference between mothers and
fathers. Additionally, the interaction effect
between diagnostic group and parent gender
was not significant (F(2,174) = 0.95, p = .38).

Scheffé post hoc comparisons revealed that
parents of children with ASD experienced
significantly higher stress compared to parents
of children with SLD (p < .05) and those with
intellectual disability (p < .05). However, no
significant difference was found between
parents of children with SLD and those with
intellectual disability (p > .05). Overall, the
findings demonstrate that the child’s diagnostic
category is the primary determinant of parental
stress, whereas parent gender does not
significantly influence stress levels.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicate that
parents of children with autism spectrum
disorder experience significantly higher levels
of stress compared to parents of children with
specific learning disorder and intellectual
disability. These results highlight the critical
role of the type of neurodevelopmental
disorder in shaping parental stress. The
pronounced social, behavioral, and
communication challenges associated with
autism may intensify parenting demands and
increase parental burden.

In contrast, the absence of significant
differences between parents of children with
intellectual disability and those with specific
learning disorder suggests that these groups
experience comparable levels of stress.
Furthermore, the lack of significant gender
differences indicates that both mothers and
fathers are similarly affected by the challenges
of raising a child with developmental
difficulties.

These findings underscore the importance
of implementing family-centered support
programs and stress-management interventions
for both parents. In particular, targeted
psychological and educational support for
families of children with autism may play a
crucial role in reducing parental stress and
enhancing overall family well-being.
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