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Abstract

Introduction: The mental health of mothers of children with ASD is determined by complex interactions of individual, fam-
ily and social factors, which may both increase the risk of emotional burden and serve a protective function. 
Aim of the research: The aim of the work was to analyse psychological determinants of the mental health of mothers raising 
children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorders (ASD).
Material and methods: The study involved 58 women raising children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorders (accord-
ing to DSM-5). The following research methods were used in the study: our own survey, the General Health Questionnaire 
GHQ-28 by D. Goldberg in the Polish adaptation of Z. Makowska and D. Merecz, the Ten-Item Personality Inventory (TIPI-PL) 
in the Polish adaptation by Sorokowska and et al., the Temperament Questionnaire EAS-D (the EAS Temperament Question-
naire by A. Buss and R. Plomin) in the Polish adaptation by W. Oniszczenko, in the version for adults, the DS-14 scale by  
N. Ogińska-Bulik, Z. Juczyński, and J. Denollet, the Burnout Scale authored by W. Okła and S. Steuden, the Resilience Mea-
surement Scale by N. Ogińska-Bulik and Z. Juczyński, and the Scale of Social Support by K. Kmiecik-Baran.
Results and conclusions: Significant correlations were found between symptoms of  mental health disorders in mothers 
of children with ASD, determined on the basis of the GHQ-28 questionnaire, and the following personality traits: neuroti-
cism and negative emotionality. The significant predictors of mental disorder symptoms in the surveyed mothers of children 
diagnosed with ASD include the following: problems coping with stress, low tolerance to stress, low resilience, tendency to 
be socially isolated, physical burnout, and sense of lack of information support.

Introduction

The  aim of  research by numerous authors [1–3] 
was the analysis of correlation between the intensity 
of  symptoms of  autism spectrum disorders (ASD) in 
the child and the mental health of the parents. Bitsika 
and Sharpley [3] evaluated correlations between the oc-
currence of anxiety disorders and depressive symptoms 
in parents and intensification of autism spectrum dis-
orders in the child. The results of this research inform 
about the correlations between communication prob-
lems in boys diagnosed with ASD and anxiety disorders 
and depressive symptoms in their mothers. 

Alamdarloo and Maijdi [4] focused on studying 
the sense of helplessness in mothers of children with 
neurodevelopmental disorders. They demonstrated 
that the  sense of helplessness, negative expectations 
concerning the future, and the  loss of motivation to 
act were significantly more intensified in the  moth-
ers of  children with ASD as compared to the moth-
ers of  children with intellectual disorders and spe-

cific learning difficulties. Selvakumar and Panicker 
[5] informed about the  intensification of  depressive 
and anxiety symptoms as well as lowered life quality 
of the mothers of children with ASD. They found that 
depressive symptoms occurred in 60% of  mothers. 
In the  group of  the  surveyed mothers 43% showed 
depression ranging from mild to moderate, whereas 
16.5% reported severe depression.  Anxiety disorders 
were reported by 46% of mothers, of whom 16.5% in-
formed about severe anxiety. 

Rattaz et al. [6] point out that mothers react to their 
children being diagnosed with ASD with a higher level 
of stress and depression as compared to their fathers. 
The level of stress, anxiety, and depression in mothers 
significantly decreased over the  3-year period from 
the child being diagnosed with ASD. Daniels et al. [7] 
reported that parents of autistic children were more 
often hospitalised due to mental disorders as compared 
to the parents of children from the control group. De-
pression and personality disorders were more often 
observed in mothers, but not in fathers.
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Madsen [1] and Giallo et al. [2] emphasise that 
the  fathers of  children with disabilities, in particu-
lar those diagnosed with ASD, are more vulner-
able to mental suffering as compared to the  fathers 
of children who develop properly. Seymour et al. [8] 
demonstrated that the  fathers of  children with ASD 
experienced higher mental stress as compared to 
the fathers of healthy children. Giallo et al. [2], John-
son et al. [9], and Jellett et al. [10] draw attention to 
the fact that fathers may experience greater pressure 
related to the care of a child with ASD, which affects 
their mood, level of experienced stress, worry about 
the child’s future, and his or her development. 

Świerczyńska and Pawłowska [11] inform about 
significant dependencies between the  deterioration 
of the mental health of the surveyed mothers: inten-
sity of  depression symptoms, fear, anxiety, insom-
nia, and problems with everyday functioning and 
intensified difficulties in the area of  social relations, 
and communication, as well as intensified stereotype 
behaviours and hypersensitivity to stimuli observed 
in the child with ASD. Moreover, Świerczyńska and 
Pawłowska [11] point to significant correlations 
between the  worse mental health of  mothers and 
the  coping strategy involving focusing on emotions 
and avoidance, which they often adopt. Enea and 
Rusu [12] inform that the risk of worse mental health 
and high level of  stress in parents of  children with 
ASD can be reduced by using constructive coping 
strategies. Moreover, Enea and Rusu [12] found that 
nonadaptive coping strategies including self-blaming 
and withdrawal from behaviours were significant 
predictors of increased stress level in the mother. 

Aim of the research

The aim of the study was to analyse the psycho-
logical determinants of the mental health of mothers 
raising children diagnosed with ASD.

Material and methods

Material

The  study involved 58 women raising children 
diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder. Children 
with the listed disorders belonging to the autism spec-
trum (acc. to DSM-5) were from 5 to 16 years old and 
were patients of the Mental Health Centre in Kielce. 
The  diagnosis of  autism spectrum disorders in chil-
dren was made by a specialist in child and adolescent 
psychiatry. The average age of the surveyed mothers 
was 38 years. 29 (50%) mothers lived in the  coun-
tryside and 29 (50%) in the  city. Vocational educa-
tion was completed by 10 (17.24) women, secondary 
education by 15 (25.86%), and higher education by  
33 (56.89%). The subjects came from various locations 
in the Świętokrzyskie province. Those who first gave 
their consent to the  study were given a  set of  ques-

tionnaires. The  subjects completed these question-
naires individually, as a rule at the clinic, but it was 
also possible to complete them at their place of resi-
dence. Each of the subjects received material including 
instructions, a demographic survey, and appropriate 
questionnaires. The studies were individual in nature, 
conducted once, and the  time to complete the ques-
tionnaires was unlimited. 

Methods

The  following research methods were used in 
the work: The General Health Questionnaire GHQ-28 
by D. Goldberg in the  Polish adaptation of  Z. Ma-
kowska and D. Merecz [13], TIPI-PL – Polish adapta-
tion of the Ten-Item Personality Inventory by A. So- 
rokowska et al. [14], The EAS-D Temperament Ques-
tionnaire by A. Buss and R. Plomin, in the Polish ad-
aptation by W. Oniszczenko [15], The DS-14 scale by 
N. Ogińska-Bulik, Z. Juczyński and J. Denolllet [16], 
The  Burnout Scale by W. Okła and S. Steuden [17], 
The Resilience Measuring Scale by N. Ogińska-Bulik 
and Z. Juczyński [16], and The Social Support Scale by 
K. Kmiecik- Baran [18]. 

Our own survey allowed of the collection of data 
on the following: the age of the studied women and 
their children, the level of education of the study sub-
jects, their place of residence, marital status, and pro-
fessional activity, and the children’s medical diagnosis.

Results
The  first stage of  analyses involved calculating 

the r-Pearson correlation coefficients between the re-
sults obtained by the  surveyed women in the  scales 
of  the  GHQ-28 and the  results of  the  TIPI-PL, 
the EAS-D, the DS-14, the Burnout Scale, the SPP-25, 
and the Social Support Scale (Table 1).

The obtained correlation results inform us about 
significant statistical dependencies between the  fol-
lowing: intensified depressive symptoms, intensified 
anxiety and insomnia, being convinced of  having 
an illness, problems with everyday functioning and 
sense of  burn-out, low mental resilience and sense 
of  insufficient social support, negative emotionality, 
and low emotional stability in the  mothers of  chil-
dren with ASD.

In the next stage of study, to extract variables that 
were the best predictors of mental health of the sur-
veyed women, measured by GHQ-28 (dependent vari-
able), forward stepwise linear regression was applied. 
It involved calculating successively the  regression 
equations for the  dependent variable (overall result 
for GHQ-28), with the  following independent vari-
ables: personality traits included in the  Personality 
Inventory TIPL-PL, temperamental traits included in 
the Temperament Questionnaire EAS-D, traits identi-
fied in the DS-14 Scale, burnout indicators identified 
in the  Burnout Scale, resilience indicators identified 
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Table 1. Correlation coefficients 

Variables GHQ-28

Somatic 
symptoms

Anxiety and 
insomnia

Functioning 
disorders

Depressive 
symptoms

General 
health 

condition

TIPI Inventory Scales 

Extraversion –0.05 –0.02 –0.14 –0.13 –0.09

Agreeability 0.26 0.16 0.09 0.06 0.18

Conscientiousness 0.02 0.11 0.06 0.14 0.09

Emotional stability –0.40** –0.33** –0.41** –0.13 –0.40**

Openness to experience 0.05 –0.04 –0.06 –0.13 –0.04

EAS -D Scales

Activity –0.03 –0.11 0.00 0.19 –0.02

Sociability –0.23 –0.16 –0.12 –0.05 –0.18

Distress 0.34** 0.29* 0.34** 0.22 0.36**

Fear 0.23 0.20 0.20 0.08 0.23

Anger 0.25 0.14 0.24 0.26* 0.25

DS-14 Scales

Negative emotionality 0.28* 0.24 0.40** 0.10 0.32*

Social inhibition 0.34** 0.20 0.33** 0.06 0.30*

The Burn-out Scale 

Lowered emotional control 0.50*** 0.46*** 0.54*** 0.47*** 0.59***

Loss of subjective involvement 0.37** 0.37** 0.37** 0.31* 0.43***

Lowered action efficacy 0.47*** 0.44*** 0.55*** 0.48*** 0.57***

Narrowing of social interactions 0.34** 0.35** 0.33** 0.38** 0.41***

Physical tiredness 0.58*** 0.55*** 0.49*** 0.34** 0.61***

Overall result –0.61*** –0.58*** –0.61*** –0.35** –0.66***

SPP-25 Scale

Perseverance and determination in action –0.10 –0.10 –0.21 –0.23 –0.18

Openness to new experience and sense 
of humour 

–0.23 –0.23 –0.31* –0.57*** –0.36**

Personal competences and tolerance to 
negative emotions

–0.24 –0.22 –0.34** –0.33** –0.33**

Tolerance to failures and treating life as 
challenge

–0.24 –0.28* –0.34** –0.38** –0.35**

Optimistic approach to life and ability to 
mobilise in difficult situations

–0.11 –0.16 –0.26 –0.23 –0.21

Overall result –0.28* –0.31** –0.38*** –0.36** –0.38***

Social Support Scale

Emotional support –0.29* –0.12 –0.17 –0.31* –0.26

Evaluative support –0.17 –0.11 –0.19 –0.32* –0.21

Instrumental support –0.21 –0.30* –0.25 –0.33** –0.31*

Information support –0.43*** –0.52*** –0.49*** –0.53*** –0.58***

Overall result –0.33** –0.32* –0.33** –0.45*** –0.41**

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.



Justyna C. Świerczyńska, Beata Pawłowska, Izabela Chojnowska-Ćwiąkała, Radosław Krawczykiewicz42

Medical Studies 2026; 42/1

by the Resilience Measuring Scale (SPP-25), and type 
of  social support described in the  Social Support 
Scale. The  results of  individual regression equations 
are presented in Table 2. 

The  results of  the  regression analysis show that 
the variables which are the best predictors of mental 
health disorder symptoms of  the  surveyed mothers 
include the following: neuroticism, tendency to react 
with distress, negative emotionality, sense of physical 
tiredness and low emotional control, lack of openness 
to new experience, and sense of  lack of  information 
support. The  abovementioned psychological values 
are explained by the  following: neuroticism – 16%, 
tendency to react with distress – 13%, negative emo-
tionality – 10%, sense of physical tiredness – 43%, lack 
of openness to new experience – 18%, and lack of in-
formation support – 27% of  the  mental health vari-
ance of mothers of  children with ASD measured by 
GHQ-28.

Discussion 

The  results of  the  performed statistical analyses 
inform about the risk factors of mental health disor-
ders measured by the GHQ-28 in women raising chil-
dren with ASD. It was demonstrated that personality 
traits such as low emotional stability, neuroticism, 
tendency to react with negative emotions and prob-
lems with coping with stress, tendency to be socially 
isolated, low mental resilience, combined with in-
tense exhaustion, mainly physical, are crucial predic-
tors of mental health disorder symptoms in mothers 
raising children with ASD. It should be stressed that 
a  sense of burnout (cumulatively: physical tiredness 

and low emotional control) and a sense of insufficient 
information support are the  variables that explain 
the greatest percentage of the variances of the mental 
health condition in the surveyed mothers. 

The  research provided additional information 
pointing to psychological factors that can predispose 
the surveyed mothers of children with ASD to react 
with the following symptoms: depressive symptoms, 
anxiety, fear, insomnia, difficulties in everyday func-
tioning, sense of lack of competence, and conviction 
of having a medical disease.  

The  above findings of  the  study correspond to 
the conclusions of other authors who have dealt with 
mental health problems of  parents raining children 
with ASD. In their opinion, the problems to adapt to 
a difficult situation and the lack of mental resilience 
of this group of parents are connected with (frequent-
ly reported by them) depressive disorders [19–22], 
worse mental wellbeing [23], and low life-satisfaction 
[20, 21]. Similarly, Halstead et al. [24] are of the opinion 
that adaptation problems of mothers of children with 
ASD are connected with their worse state of mind, in-
tensified depressive and anxiety symptoms, as well as 
intensified sense of loneliness. Significant correlations 
between adaptation skills and mental health indica-
tors in the parents of children with ASD were also de-
scribed by Bekhet et al. [25], who, like Kuhn and Cart-
er [23], are of the opinion that the lack of self-efficacy 
is combined with intensified depressive symptoms 
and sense of guilt in the mothers of autistic children. 
Bekhet et al. [25] and Benson [26] name resilience to 
difficult situations as a personality trait that protects 
against the occurrence of symptoms of mental health 
disorders. In the  opinion of  Cohrs and Leslie [27], 

Table 2. Results of  stepwise linear regression for the dependent variable – mental health condition of  the surveyed 
mothers 

Independent variables R R2 F β B t

TIPI Scales

Neuroticism 0.40 0.16 10.80** 0.40 0.97 3.29**

EAS -D Scales

Distress 0.36 0.13 8.55** 0.36 0.70 2.92**

DS-14 Scales

Negative emotionality 0.32 0.10 6.41** 0.32 0.35 2.53**

Burnout Scale

Physical tiredness 0.66 0.43 51.65*** 0.42 3.20 3.35***

Lowered emotional control 0.70 0.49 7.05** 0.33 2.41 2.65**

SPP-25 Scale

Openness to new experience 0.42 0.18 14.52*** –0.42 –1.05 –3.81***

Social Support Scale

Information support 0.52 0.27 25.53*** –0.52 –0.98 –5.05***

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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depressive symptoms experienced by the  mothers 
of children with ASD are combined with a loss of en-
ergy and motivation to act, and a  sense of excessive 
tension and social isolation. 

The  findings of  our own research, indicating 
the  lack of  sense of  social support as a  significant 
risk factor of  the occurrence of mental health disor-
ders in the mothers of children with ASD, correspond 
to the  opinion presented by other authors. Naheed 
et al. [28] and Halstead et al. [24] draw attention to 
the fact that support provided to the parents can im-
prove the quality of their lives, strengthen their sense 
of competence, agency, and self-esteem, and can help 
them discern the results of their work with the child 
and protect them from discouragement, resignation, 
depression, or other psychopathological symptoms. 
A  lack of  social support adequate to the situation is, 
in the opinion of Pisula [29], the reason for the occur-
rence of burnout syndrome in the parents of autistic 
children. Physical burnout, which involves primar-
ily a  sense of  extreme physical exhaustion, turned 
out to be a significant psychological factor, providing 
an explanation of 43% of mental health variances in 
the surveyed mothers. Mikolajczak and Roskam [30], 
Le Vigouroux et al. [31], and Le Vigouroux and Scola 
[32] claim that one of  the  most important risk fac-
tors of  physical burnout in parents is the  emotional 
instability (i.e. neuroticism) of mothers. According to 
the  above authors, parents lacking emotional stabil-
ity due to impaired emotion and impulse control will 
react to life occurrences with greater intensity. Specific 
traits of children with ASD require from their parents 
greater emotional control and involvement, which can 
also add to a greater burnout risk. It is the personal-
ity traits of parents, in particular emotional stability, 
conscientiousness, and agreeability, that decide about 
the  education strategies used by them, which affect 
the personality development of children and the rela-
tionship quality between the parents and children [33].

It should be stressed that personality predictors 
of mental health disorders in the mothers of children 
with ASD such as neuroticism, low emotional con-
trol, tendency to react with negative emotions, ten-
dency to withdraw from social relations, identified in 
the study, as was demonstrated in the former research 
by Świerczyńska et al. [34, 35], are conducive to the use 
of emotion-oriented style or avoidance in stressful situ-
ations. The abovementioned stress coping styles are sig-
nificantly connected with intensified depressive symp-
toms, anxiety, insomnia, and difficulties in everyday 
functioning in the group of the surveyed women [11].

The  findings of  the  study point to risk fac-
tors of  the  development of  mental health disorders 
of  the  surveyed group of  mothers of  children with 
ASD and, at the same time, inform about the protective 
factors that shield individuals from the development 
of  them. The  protective factors of  the  development 
of  depressive symptoms, distress, anxiety, insom-

nia, and difficulties in everyday functioning include 
emotional stability, positive emotionality, sense of so-
cial support, and ability to use them, which adds to 
the  prevention of  tiredness and burnout syndrome; 
they also include mental resilience and openness to 
new experiences. 

Conclusions

The significant predictors of symptoms of mental 
health disorders in the surveyed mothers of children 
with ASD include the following: neuroticism, prob-
lems coping with stress, distress, low stress tolerance, 
low mental resilience, tendency to be socially isolated, 
sense of physical burnout and sense of lack of infor-
mation support.
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