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Background: Families with children with developmental disabilities are prone to high levels of parenting stress
due to the chronic and unique nature of the challenges they face, which impacts parental mental health and the
quality of family interactions. In this regard, perceived social support as a protective factor and self-
differentiation as the ability to maintain emotional autonomy play crucial roles in managing this stress. However,
existing research has less frequently examined the simultaneous predictive role of these two constructs on
parenting stress in this specific population.

Aims: This study aimed to predict parenting stress based on perceived social support and self-differentiation in
families with children with developmental disabilities.

Methods: The present study adopted an applied, descriptive-correlational design. The statistical population of
this research consisted of 450 mothers of autistic children attending autism schools in Tehran. In this study, 250
mothers of autistic children were selected using a convenience sampling method and assessed using the
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (Zimet, Dahlem, Zimet, & Farley, 1988), the Self-
Differentiation Inventory-Revised (Skowron & Friedlander, 1998), and the Parenting Stress Index-Short Form
(Abidin, 1995). Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation coefficients and multiple regression, utilizing
SPSS-24 software.

Results: Results indicated that the regression model was statistically significant (F(2, 247) = 74.162, p < 0.001),
explaining 37.5% of the variance in parenting stress (R? = 0.375). Examination of the regression coefficients
revealed that both perceived social support (B = -0.255, p < 0.001) and self-differentiation (p =-0.144, p < 0.001)
significantly predicted parenting stress. Furthermore, perceived social support demonstrated greater predictive
power compared to self-differentiation, indicating that higher levels of perceived social support and self-
differentiation are associated with lower levels of parenting stress.

Conclusion: The findings of this study clearly indicate that perceived social support and self-differentiation are
significant predictors of parenting stress in families with children with developmental disabilities. These findings
emphasize the critical role of both environmental support resources and individual capacities in mitigating the
psychological burdens faced by parents of children with developmental disabilities, providing a foundation for
designing targeted interventions aimed at enhancing the well-being of these families.
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Introduction

Developmental disabilities (DDs) encompass a wide
range of chronic disorders stemming from mental or
physical impairments, significantly impacting vital
aspects of daily life (Broder et al., 2025). Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD), as one of the most
complex developmental disorders, is characterized by
delays or difficulties in cognitive, social, emotional,
and linguistic abilities, typically manifesting in early
developmental years and affecting individuals
throughout their lifespan (Bertley et al., 2025; Dagra
et al., 2025). Families raising children with DDs,
particularly ASD, frequently encounter high levels of
parenting stress due to the chronic nature and unique
challenges associated with these conditions. This
stress can adversely affect parental mental health, the
quality of family interactions, and the child’s
developmental trajectory (Mbatta & Mokuoana,
2023; Shahali et al., 2024).

Approximately 85% of children with ASD exhibit
limited capacity for independent living due to
cognitive constraints (Nogueira-de-Almeida et al.,
2025), necessitating substantial parental time and
energy throughout the child’s life (Bozkurt-Gunes &
Sani Bozkurt, 2022). Caring for a child with a
developmental disability exposes families to
prolonged emotional, physical, and financial
challenges (Eschenbrenner et al., 2023). The
persistent stress associated with raising a child with
autism can alter parents’ perceptions of parenting and
diminish their optimism for the future (Carley et al.,
2025). Numerous factors, including the child’s
behavioral issues, self-care deficits, and imposed
limitations on family life, contribute to increased
stress among parents of children with autism
(Musololu, 2025; Palmini, 2024). Consequently,
these parents often experience greater psychological
distress, depression, anxiety, and a reduced sense of
coherence, requiring them to adapt their lifestyles to
these demanding circumstances (Tsanouda et al.,
2023; Alibekova et al., 2022; Naicker et al., 2023;
Hyman, 2021). Nevertheless, there is considerable
variability in coping strategies, with some parents
successfully adapting and even experiencing positive
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outcomes (Yesilkaya & Megalon-Neri, 2024; Golu et
al., 2024).

McCubbin’s (1979) family stress theory and Perrin et
al.'s (2004) model underscore the crucial role of
individual and family resources in adapting to
stressful circumstances. It has been established that
better family resources (e.g., greater parenting
knowledge and social support) correlate with higher
quality of life and well-being, while perceived social
support serves as a significant coping resource in
predicting parental well-being and reducing parenting
stress when raising exceptional children (Park & Lee,
2022; Hosokawa & Katsura, 2024). Furthermore,
self-differentiation, as an intra-individual component,
reflects an individual’s capacity for rational thought
in emotionally charged situations and for maintaining
psychological autonomy within intimate relationships
(Qureshi et al., 2018; Lampis et al., 2019; Bowen,
1987). Despite extensive research, existing studies
have less frequently explored the simultaneous and
interactive predictive roles of perceived social
support and self-differentiation on parenting stress
within the specific context of families with children
with developmental disabilities. The present study
aims to address this research gap by elucidating the
concurrent predictive role of these two constructs in
predicting parenting stress in this vulnerable
population, thereby contributing to a more
comprehensive understanding of factors influencing
parental well-being and facilitating the design of
more holistic support interventions.

Method

The present study adopted an applied, descriptive-
correlational design, focusing on a statistical
population of 450 families with autistic children
registered in exceptional schools and the Autism
Association of Tehran. From this population, a
convenience sample of 250 mothers of affected
children was selected. Inclusion criteria comprised
parental written consent and the absence of self-
reported physical or psychological conditions that
would impede effective participation, while
incomplete questionnaires or participants’ desire to
withdraw from the study served as exclusion criteria.
The research instruments employed included the 43-
item Self-Differentiation Inventory-Revised (DSI-R),
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demonstrating a reliability of 0.79 in this study, the
36-item Parental Stress Index-Short Form (PSI-SF)
with a reliability of 0.83, and the 12-item
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support
(MSPSS), which yielded a reliability of 0.84. Data
were analyzed using Pearson correlation coefficients
and multiple regression, facilitated by SPSS-22
software

Results

The descriptive findings of the study (N=250)
revealed that all participants (100%) were female, and
the majority (70.8%) were aged 31 to 45 years.
Regarding socioeconomic status, over half of the
parents (57.2%) were unemployed, and more than
half (53.6%) reported an income of less than 1 million
Tomans. Concerning educational attainment, the
highest frequencies were observed among those with
pre-diploma and diploma degrees (42.8%) and
bachelor’s degrees (28%). Furthermore, the majority
of parents had been married for over 15 years (61.6%)
and had two children (52%). The age at marriage for
the majority fell between 21 and 30 years (65.2%),
and nearly all (94.8%) were in their first marriage.
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Notably, there was a high prevalence of a history of
mental illness among the parents, with anxiety
(47.6%) and depression (25.2%) being the most
frequently reported conditions. Finally, in over half of
the families (52.8%), the child with autism was the
firstborn. Descriptive results indicated that the mean
total score for perceived social support was57.31 (SD
= 9.89), for self-differentiation was 173.23 (SD =
8.66), and for parenting stress was 110.21 (SD =
10.11). Prior to regression analysis, statistical
assumptions, including data normality (assessed via
skewness and kurtosis statistics as per Hair et al.,
2019), absence of outliers (confirmed using box
plots), and linear relationships between variables
(verified through scatter plots), were examined, and
no violations were observed. Furthermore, the
absence of multicollinearity was confirmed using
tolerance and Variance Inflation Factor (VIF)
statistics, with values falling within acceptable
ranges. The Durbin-Watson statistic, ranging from
1.684 to 1.827, indicated no autocorrelation among
residuals. The correlation matrix of the study
variables is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Results of the Regression Model for Predicting Parenting Stress Based on Perceived Social Support and Self-Differentiation

Source of Variation Sum of Squares (SS) DF Mean Square (MS) F R R? P
Regression 51/364 2 25/682 74/162  0/613  0/375 0/001
Residual 85/536 247 0/346
Total 136/900 249

As presented in Tablel, following the regression
analysis, the obtained R2 value indicated that 37% of
the total variance in parenting stress is explained by
the variables entered into the model (perceived social
support and self-differentiation). In this study, R? =
0.375 signifies a strong multivariate relationship
among the research variables. The Analysis of

Variance (ANOVA) for this model also demonstrated
the overall model’s significance (F(2, 247) = 74.162,
p < 0.001). To determine the unique contribution of
each predictor variable in this model, regression
coefficients were calculated, and their results are
presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Summary of Regression Coefficients for Predicting Parenting Stress

Variable B Std. Error Beta (B) T P
Constant 5/358 0/744 - 7/200 0/001
Problematic Internet Use -0/752 0/148 -0/255 -71127 0/001
Body Image -0/725 0/048 -0/144 -5/885 0/001

To determine the influence of perceived social
support and self-differentiation as predictor variables
on parenting stress as the criterion variable, a
simultaneous multiple regression analysis was

conducted. The results revealed that both perceived
social support (B = -0.255, p < 0.001) and self-
differentiation (B = -0.144, p < 0.001) were
significant negative predictors of parenting stress.
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Notably, perceived social support exhibited a stronger
predictive power (B = -0.255) compared to self-
differentiation ( = -0.144).

Conclusion

The present study aimed to predict parenting stress
based on perceived social support and self-
differentiation in families raising children with
developmental disabilities, with results indicating
that both variables possess predictive capacity for
parenting stress within this specific population. These
findings underscore the significance of both
individual and environmental factors in moderating
the challenges of parenting children with
developmental disabilities. Developmental
disabilities, including Autism Spectrum Disorder,
impose chronic and lifelong conditions on parents,
accompanied by unique challenges such as cognitive
deficits, behavioral problems, and the need for
lifelong care (Broder et al., 2025; Sung et al., 2025;
Bertley et al., 2025; Dagra et al., 2025). This chronic
nature and extensive needs expose parents to high
levels of stress, which can negatively impact their
mental health, family interactions, and even the
child’s developmental trajectory (Mbatta &
Mokuoana, 2023; Shahali et al., 2024; Senzamat et
al., 2024). Previous studies have also shown that
parents of these children face numerous emotional,
physical, and financial pressures (Nogueira-de-
Almeida et al., 2025; Bozkurt-Gunes & Sani Bozkurt,
2022; Eschenbrenner et al., 2023), contributing to the
persistence and chronicity of parenting stress in this
population (Dembo et al., 2025; Carley et al., 2025).
A range of factors, including the child’s behavioral
issues and limitations imposed on family life,
contribute to increased stress among parents of
children with autism (Musololu, 2025; Palmini,
2024), often accompanied by negative psychological
outcomes such as depression and anxiety (Tsanouda
et al., 2023; Alibekova et al., 2022; Naicker et al.,
2023).

A key finding of this research is the predictive role of
perceived social support in reducing parenting stress.
This finding aligns with McCubbin’s (1979) family
stress theory and Perrin et al.'s (2004) family stress
model, which emphasize the effectiveness of
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available resources in family adaptation to stressful
conditions. This study confirms that perceived social
support, acting as a vital coping resource, playsa role
in predicting parental well-being and reducing their
stress when facing exceptional children, consistent
with previous studies (Park & Lee, 2022; Hosokawa
& Katsura, 2024). Alongside social support, self-
differentiation was also identified as an important
individual resource in predicting parenting stress,
consistent with Perrin et al.'s (2004) model. Self-
differentiation, an intra-individual component related
to the core of personality (Qureshi et al., 2018), refers
to an individual’s ability to maintain psychological
autonomy and think realistically when confronted
with intense emotions (Lampis et al., 2019; Bowen,
1987). Individuals with higher self-differentiation can
separate their thought processes from emotional
processes, enabling logical decision-making
unswayed by overwhelming emotions in critical
situations, which helps reduce severe emotional
reactions and anxiety within the family environment.
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