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Abstract

Aim. The aim of the work was to analyse the correlations between the evaluation of family
relationships and positive life orientation, negative emotionality and social inhibition, the
level of burnout, a sense of social support, as well as mental resilience (referred to as resi-
lience) in mothers raising children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder.

Methods and materials. The following tools were used in the work: a self-designed qu-
estionnaire based on which socio-demographic data and information on the surveyed wome-
n’s family relationships were gathered, the P Scale by G. Caprara (2009), the DS-14 Scale by
N. Oginskiej-Bulik, Z. Juczynskiego, and J. Denollet, the Burned-Out Scale by W. Okta and
S. Steuden, the Social Support Scale by K. Kmiecik-Baran, the Resiliency Assessment
Scale by N. Oginska-Bulik and Z. Juczynski.

Results and conclusion. Over 91% of the surveyed mothers rated their family relation-
ships as poor. According to the study’s findings, there are strong correlations between the
surveyed women’s negative assessment of family relationships and the increased propen-
sity to experience negative emotions, difficulty perceiving positive aspects of life, resi-
gnation from pursuing life goals and aspirations, low life satisfaction, loss of subjective
commitment, reduction in the effectiveness of action and emotional control, reduction in
interpersonal contacts, and increased physical fatigue. Strong correlations were also found
between the negative assessment of relationships within the family by the studied mothers
and low mental resilience and its indicators, such as low personal competences, low to-
lerance for negative emotions and failures, a pessimistic outlook on life, and the inability
to mobilize oneself to cope constructively with challenging situations. Conversely, family
relationships are positively assessed by the women who feel complete, approach life as
a challenge, have high tolerance and mental resilience to failures and negative emotions,
formulate life goals and believe in the possibility of achieving them, can see positive
aspects of life.

Keywords: social support, burnout, resilience, family relationships, autism spectrum di-
sorder.

Abstrakt

Cel. Celem pracy byta analiza zaleznosci migdzy ocena relacji w rodzinie a pozytywna
orientacja zyciowa, negatywna emocjonalno$cia i zahamowaniem spolecznym, poziomem
wypalenia si¢ sit, poczuciem wsparcia spotecznego oraz odporno$cia psychiczna matek
wychowujacych dzieci z zaburzeniami ze spektrum autyzmu (ASD).

Metody i materialy. W pracy zastosowano ankietg, na ktérej podstawie zebrano dane
socjodemograficzne oraz informacje dotyczace relacji w rodzinie badanych kobiet,
Skalg P, autorstwa Giana Vittorio Caprara, w polskiej adaptacji Marioli Laguny, Piotra
Olesia i Doroty Filipiuk (2011), Skalg DS-14 autorstwa Niny Oginskiej-Bulik, Zygfry-
da Juczynskiego i Johana Denollet, Skalg Wypalenia si¢ Sit, autorstwa Wiestawy Oktly
i Stanistawy Steuden, Skalg Wsparcia Spotecznego autorstwa Krystyny Kmiecik-Baran
oraz Skalg Pomiaru Pr¢znosci Psychicznej autorstwa Niny Oginskiej-Bulik i Zygfryda
Juczynskiego.

Wiyniki i wnioski. Ponad 91% badanych matek oceniato swoje relacje w rodzinie jako
zte. Wyniki informuja o wystgpowaniu istotnych zalezno$ci migdzy negatywna ocena
relacji w rodzinie przez badane kobiety a nasilona tendencja do do$wiadczania ne-
gatywnych emocji, trudnosciami w dostrzeganiu pozytywnych aspektow zycia, rezy-
gnacja z realizacji zyciowych celow i dazen, niska satysfakcja z zycia, utrata podmio-
towego zaangazowania, obnizeniem efektywnosci dziatania i kontroli emocjonalnej,
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zawgzeniem kontaktow interpersonalnych oraz nasilonym zmegczeniem fizycznym.
Znaczace zalezno$ci ujawniono rowniez migdzy negatywna ocena relacji w rodzinie
przez badane matki a niska odpornoscia (preznoscia) psychiczna i jej wskaznikami: ni-
skimi kompetencjami osobistymi, niska tolerancja negatywnych emocji oraz niepowo-
dzen, pesymistycznym nastawieniem do zycia i ograniczona zdolno$cia mobilizowania
si¢ do konstruktywnego radzenia sobie w trudnych sytuacjach. Pozytywnie oceniaja
relacje w rodzinie kobiety, ktore czuja si¢ kompletne, traktuja zycie jako wyzwanie,
maja wysoka tolerancj¢ i odporno$¢ psychiczna na niepowodzenia i negatywne emocje,
formutuja zyciowe cele i wierza w mozliwos¢ ich realizacji, potrafia dostrzega¢ pozy-
tywne aspekty zycia.

Stowa kluczowe: wsparcie spoleczne, odpornosé psychiczna, zaburzenia ze spektrum au-
tyzm, relacje w rodzinie, wypalenie sil.

Introduction

Upbringing a child with a disorder belonging to the autism spectrum (ASD) is a
stressful factor that affects the daily functioning of the family and the relationships
between its members (Kandel, Merrick, 2007). The natural consequence of such a
situation is that parents are completely focused on the child with holistic develop-
mental disorders, and the relationship between parents recedes into the background
(Orlikowska, Bottu¢, 2018). Parents anxiously observe their child’s development,
symptoms, and difficulties (Kandel, Merrick, 2007). Research by Rayssa Pinto and
team (2016) indicates that both the perception of the child’s difficulties and the for-
mation of family relationships are already influenced by the diagnosis process itself.
Parents may perceive their child’s diagnosis as a loss, questioning their parenting
skills and competencies and the sense of investing effort in working with their child
(Pisula, Mazur, 2007; Higgins, Bailey, & Pearce, 2005; Pinto et al., 2016). Daryl
Higgins, Susan Bailey, and Julian Pearce (2005) note that 41% of caregivers of chil-
dren with autism spectrum disorders experienced stress and 25% reported relation-
ship problems in the family. An appropriate understanding of the child’s difficulties,
his/her symptoms related to autism spectrum disorders and acceptance of the child
are extremely important for parents to successfully cope with the stress, intense emo-
tions experienced, fear, and anxiety accompanying the observation of the child’s
emotional, social, cognitive, and physical development process. Sometimes, the situ-
ation of bringing up a child with ASD requires parents to change their priorities and
confronts them with new challenges, such as the need to change jobs or the need for
one of them to give up a career, with a consequent impact on the family’s financial
situation, an increase in stress levels and difficulties in relationships between family
members (Pinto et al., 2016).
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Jessica Hobson, Laura Tarver, Nicole Beurkens, and Peter Hobson (2015) as well
as Khim Lynn Ooi, Yin Sin Ong, Sabrina Anne Jacob, and Tahir Mehmood Khan
(2016) highlight that a child’s heightened autism symptoms are associated with lower
quality parent-child interactions, low parental engagement in these relationships, and
impact on the daily functioning of all family members. A child with ASD’s inability to
establish social communication, lack of adequate response to other people, lack of in-
terest in the world around them, and avoidance of physical and eye contact with others
can cause parents to feel resigned, pessimistic, doubtful, confused, sad, disappointed,
guilty, and consequently to feel that their need for emotional contact with their child
is not being met (Pisula, Mazur, 2007; Higgins, Bailey, Pearce, 2005; Pinto et al.,
2016; Pawlowska, Swierczynska, 2021). R. Pinto and others (2016) highlight that
some family members distance themselves from a child with autism due to negative
prejudice. Proper relationships between children with ASD and their parents are as-
sociated with greater parental sensitivity to the child’s needs and ensure that the child
gains greater developmental achievements (Stuart, McGrew, 2009).

Bringing up a child with an autism spectrum disorder affects relationships betwe-
en all family members, including the marital relationship between parents. Research
conducted by Susan Gau et al. (2012) and Jennifer Brobst, James Clopton, and Su-
san Hendrick (2008) report that parents raising children with autism spectrum disor-
ders experience lower levels of marital relationship satisfaction compared to parents
of children without developmental disorders. According to Michael Saini and team
(2015), the quality of the relationship between the parents is influenced by the tension
experienced by the spouses as a result of — among other things — social withdrawal,
the adoption of different parenting strategies and methods, different coping styles, a
sense of reduced social support, and financial strain. The aforementioned situations
may cause parents to feel emotionally burdened, develop conflictual relationships be-
tween family members and contribute to negative perceptions of the spouse (Hoft-
man, Sweeney, Hodge, Lopez-Wagner, & Looney, 2009; Stuart & McGrew, 2009;
Seltzer et al., 2010). Caisa Lindstrom, Jan Aman, and Annika Norberg (2011) believe
that satisfaction with the marital relationship and agreement on parenting rules, care
of the child with autism and organisation of responsibilities in the family reduce the
risk of burnout in parents.

Issues related to family adaptation to the situation of bringing up a child with a
holistic developmental disorder, factors facilitating satisfaction with family relation-
ships and marital harmony have been explored by Isack Kandel and Joav Merrick
(2007), Jijhene Ben Thabet et al. (2013) and Bonnie Lashewicz, Nick Boettcher,
Amanda Lo, Leah Shipton, and Beth Parrott (2018). These authors argue that iden-
tifying the needs of individual family members raising a child with ASD and iden-
tifying strategies to meet these needs determines the design and implementation of
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effective rehabilitation for children with holistic developmental disorders and their
integration into society. Factors enhancing parents’ adaptability were the social sup-
port provided (Cristine Roberts, Jennifer Hunter, & An-Lin Cheng, 2017). Milica
Pejovic-Milovancevic and others (2018) highlight that more than 90 % of parents of
children with autism talked about the importance of the support received from scho-
ol, doctors, therapists and, above all, from family members. Meanwhile, Huey-Ling
Chiang et al. (2018) indicate that mothers of children with disorders belonging to the
autism spectrum report experiencing — compared to mothers of children developing
normally — less support from the family, and more problems regarding the functio-
ning of the family system.

Long-term care of children with autism is often connected with a sense of fatigue,
not only physical but also psychological, exhaustion of strength, feelings of isolation,
loneliness or pointlessness of the parents’ efforts (Dabrowska, 2005). Isabelle Ro-
skam, Marie-Emilie Raes, and Moira Mikolajczak (2017) and M. Mikolajczak and I.
Roskam (2018) as well as M. Mikolajczak, Marie-Emilie Raes, Hervé Avalosse, and
I. Roskam (2018), revealed that burnout occurs in 8 to 36% of parents. These authors
describe that 3.5 million American parents currently suffer from burnout. In contrast,
in Europe, burnout may have been experienced by 2 to 12% of parents (Roskam,
Raes, & Mikolajczak, 2017; Mikolajczak, Roskam, 2018). Edyta Bujak (2013) draws
attention to the risk of burnout syndrome in mothers raising a child with developmen-
tal dysfunctions. An important factor generating burnout syndrome is a lack of rest
and stress relief, causing parents to feel permanently overtired and frustrated (Pisula,
1999). Parents presenting an increased level of perfectionism (akin to scrupulosity),
difficulties in expressing emotions, reduced stress management skills and a desire to
achieve perfect results with their child (without respecting their child’s abilities and
limitations) are most at risk of burnout (Lindstrém, Aman, & Norberg, 2011; Kawa-
moto, Furutani, & Alimardani, 2018).

According to Matgorzata Karwowska (2007), symptoms of burnout syndrome
in parents have a negative impact on various aspects of family members’ lives, both
on marital relationships and on parent-child relationships as well as on parenting at-
titudes presented by parents. Ewa Pisula (1993, 1999) and Malgorzata Karwowska
(2007) agree that the greatest risk of burnout occurs in people who experience difficult
environmental conditions and have certain personality predispositions. These difficul-
ties may intensify if the factors persist over a long time, in the absence of adequate
social support. Meanwhile, Matgorzata Dabrowska (2005) included among the most
relevant indicators of burnout syndrome:

— asense of parental incompetence,
— difficulties in dealing with problems independently,
— lowered mood,
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— emotional tension,

— increased stress levels,

— decreased sense of responsibility,
— neglect of duties,

— reluctance to make an effort,

— emotional distance from the child,
— loss of bonds with relatives.

Ewa Pisula (1994) identified psychological factors influencing the emergence of
burnout syndrome in parents of children with autism and Down’s syndrome, which
included: a sense of exhaustion due to the constant care of the child, a sense of iso-
lation and lack of help, a lack of knowledge and competence in raising the child, a
sense of lack of adequate support from public institutions for the situation as well as
a sense of being disregarded, of indeterminacy concerning the child’s condition and
capabilities, and of total responsibility for the child’s fate. In addition, parents expe-
rience frustration, physical exhaustion and an unfavourable home atmosphere (Pisu-
la, 1994). The results of a study conducted by Wojciech Otrgbski, Grzegorz Wiacek,
and Anna Targonska (2011), which focused on burnout in mothers of children with
autism, report that the loss of mothers’ personal involvement is associated with an
increase in behavioural difficulties in the child, and physical fatigue of the parent
co-occurs with communication disorders (Otrgbski, Wiacek, & Targonska, 2011).
According to Matgorzata Sekutowicz, Piotr Kwiatkowski, Iris Manor-Binyamini,
Krystyna Boron-Krupinska, and Blazej Cieslik (2022), a high-level of emotional
instability and conscientiousness in the mother may exacerbate communication pro-
blems in the family, lead to imbalance in the family system, mother’s dissatisfac-
tion with family life, and consequently will increase her risk of developing burnout
syndrome. In the opinion of M. Sekutowicz, P. Kwiatkowski, I. Manor-Binyamini,
K. Boron-Krupinska, and B. Cieslik (2022), the mother’s personality traits have a
stronger impact on the occurrence of burnout in parents and family functioning than
childcare difficulties.

Part of the parents of children with disorders belonging to the autism spec-
trum — despite adversity and unfavourable living conditions — cope with difficul-
ties in a task-oriented manner, thanks to their competencies, which increases their
resilience to difficult situations (Bekhet, Johnson, & Zauszniewski, 2012). Better
adaptability of parents of children with disorders belonging to the autism spec-
trum and greater psychological resilience significantly contribute to better quality
of their marital life, better well-being, less loneliness, greater life satisfaction, and
better family functioning (Ekas, Whitman, 2010; Siman-Tov, Kaniel, 2011; Kuhn,
Carter, 2006).
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Aim of the study

The study aimed to analyse the relationship between family relationship assessment

and positive life orientation, negative emotionality and social inhibition, levels of

burnout, feelings of social support, and psychological resilience of mothers raising

children with a diagnosis of a disorder belonging to the autism spectrum.

Responses were sought to the following research questions:

Whether and what relationships exist between family relationship assessment
and positive life orientation in women raising children with ASD?

Whether and what relationships exist between family relationship assessment
and negative emotionality and social inhibition in women raising children with
ASD?

Whether and what relationships exist between family relationship assessment
and burnout in women raising children with ASD?

Whether and what relationships exist between family relationship assessment
and feelings of social support in women raising children with ASD?

Whether and what relationships exist between family relationship assessment
and psychological resilience in women raising children with ASD?

Methods

The following research methods were used in this study:

— A self-administered questionnaire was used to collect socio-demographic data
of mothers of children with ASD and information on relationships in the family
(based on the question “How do you assess relationships in your family?”), the
child’s medical diagnosis, the course of the child’s development and the forms of
therapy the child received. Relationships in the family were rated by the respon-
dents on a four-point scale, where 1 denoted “very good,” 2 “good,” 3 “bad,” and
4 “very bad” relationships.

P scale (the positive orientation) by G. Caprara (2009) in the Polish adaptation by
M. Laguna, P. Oles, and D. Filipiuk (2011). The scale consists of eight diagnostic
statements. The respondent answers on a five-point scale where 1 means “stron-
gly disagree” and 5 means “strongly agree.” One of the statements is reversed.
The score is the sum of the points. The higher the score, the higher the level of
positive orientation. The range of raw scores is from 8 to 40. Positive orientation
is the basic tendency to notice and attach importance to positive aspects of life,
experiences and oneself. It is largely responsible for adaptive functioning, as it
signifies a natural tendency towards positive self-appraisal, high life satisfaction
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and a positive assessment of the chances of achieving goals. This, in turn, results
in a commitment to the pursuit of goals and a high quality of life (Caprara, 2009;
Caprara et al., 2012; Laguna, Ole$, & Filipiuk, 2011).

DS-14 scale (the scale to measure the type D personality) by N. Oginska-Bulik, Z.
Juczynski, and J. Denollet, consisting of 14 statements. Responses are given on a
five-point scale, where 0 means “definitely no” and 4 means “definitely yes.” This
scale contains two subscales. The first relates to negative emotionality and refers
to the tendency to experience negative emotions such as lowered mood, anxiety,
anger or hostility. The second subscale — social inhibition — refers to the avoidance
of potential risks associated with social relationships. Individuals with high scores
on this scale often experience “inhibition,” emotional tension, embarrassment, and
insecurity in their relationships with others. Both of these traits together — negative
emotionality and social inhibition — are associated with perceiving the environment
as not providing social support (Juczynski, Oginska-Bulik, 2009).

Strength Burnout Scale by W. Okta and S. Steuden (Steuden, Okta, 1998a; Steu-
den, Okta, 1998b). The scale consists of 66 questions comprising 5 scales:

1. reduced emotional control,

2. restricted interpersonal contacts,

3. reduced self-efficacy,

4. loss of subjective commitment,

5. physical fatigue.

The total score is the sum of the scores from all five scales. The a-Cronbach coef-

ficient for the entire scale was 0.95 (Steuden, Okla, 1998b).

Social Support Scale by K. Kmiecik-Baran (1995). The scale consists of 24 sta-
tements and allows the identification of 4 categories of support. Each type of
support is described by 6 statements. Statements from 1 to 6 characterise infor-
mational support, from 7 to 12 — instrumental support, from 13 to 18 — valuatio-
nal support, from 19 to 24 — emotional support. Respondents rate the support they
receive on a five-point scale (Kmiecik-Baran, 1995).

Resilience Measurement Scale by N. Oginska-Bulik and Z. Juczynski. The scale
(SPP-25) is constructed from 25 statements concerning various personality traits
that make up mental resilience, otherwise known as psychological resilience,
which is important in the process of coping effectively with both traumatic events
and everyday stress. The scale allows the measurement of the overall level of
resilience, considered as a personality trait, and the five factors comprising it,
such as:

1. perseverance and determination in action,

2. openness to new experiences and a sense of humour,
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3. personal competence to cope and tolerance of negative emotions,

4. tolerance of setbacks and treating life as a challenge,

5. optimistic attitude to life and ability to mobilise oneself in difficult situations
(Oginska-Bulik, Juczynski, 2008).

Participants respond to the statements by marking a response on a five-point Li-
kert-type scale with scores ranging from 0 (“definitely no”) to 4 (“definitely yes”). The
higher the score, the higher the statement of resilience. An overall score is calculated
by summing the scores from the five scales. Reliability measured by the a-Cronbach
coefficient is 0.89. The absolute stability of the scale measured by the retest method
after four weeks was 0.85 (Oginska-Bulik, Juczynski, 2008).

Study group

The study included a group of 70 women bringing up children with autism spec-
trum disorders (ASD), according to DSM-5 and ICD-11 criteria. Children with
the listed disorders belonging to the autism spectrum (according to DSM-V) are
between 5 and 16 years old. The mean age of the mothers surveyed was 38.77.
There are 31 (44.29%) mothers living in rural areas and 39 (55.71%) in urban
areas. Vocational education was obtained by 11 (15.71%) women, secondary edu-
cation by 28 (40.00%), and 31 (44.29%) higher education. There are 34 (48.57%)
mothers who are economically active, 2 (2.86%) are on a pension and 34 (48.57%)
are not working by choice. There are 10 (14.29%) mothers bringing up a child
alone and 60 (85.71%) mothers bringing up a child together with their husband.
For 34 (48.57) of the women surveyed, a child with an autism spectrum disorder
is an only child.

Study procedure

The study was approved by the Bioethics Committee at the Medical University
of Lublin (no. KE-0254/3/2020). People who agreed to the study were given a
set of questionnaires. In addition, participants were informed that they could
seek clarification from a psychologist at any time about questions concerning the
study. The female respondents completed the questionnaires individually at the
counselling centre but also had the option of completing them at their place of
residence. Each participant received material including instructions, a demogra-
phic questionnaire and a set of questionnaires described above. The research was
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a voluntary activity. Respondents had the opportunity to ask for psychological
help if the need arose.

Statistical methods

The relations between family relationships and positive orientation, negative emo-
tionality and social inhibition, sense of power burnout, sense of social support, and
psychological resilience in the study mothers were determined using Kendall’s non-
-parametric tau-c test. However, this test was used because the correlated variables are
ordinal. In addition, only six women rated relationships in the family as good, while
32 rated them as bad and 32 as very bad.

Results

To respond to the research problems formulated in the study, correlations between
family relationship assessment and positive orientation, negative emotionality and
social inhibition, sense of power burnout, sense of social support, and psychological
resilience in the mothers surveyed were analysed sequentially.

Correlations coefficients of Kendall’s tau-c calculated between the assessment of
relationships in the family and scores on the P Scale by G. Caprar in the Polish ada-
ptation by M. Laguna, P. Ole$, and D. Filipiuk are presented in Table 1.

Table 1

Correlation coefficients between family relationship assessment and P Scale scores
P Scale Relationships in the family
positive orientation 0.18

Note: *p < 0.05 **p < 0.01 ***p < 0.001.

Source: Author’s own study.

The results report a lack of statistically significant correlations between the as-
sessment of relationships in the family and positive orientation in the respondents.

Kendall’s tau-c correlation coefficients obtained between the assessment of
relationships in the family and scores on the DS-14 Scale by N. Oginska-Bulik,
Z. Juczynski and J. Denollet are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2
Correlation coefficients between assessments of relationships in the family and DS-14
Scale scores

Skala DS 14 Relacje w rodzinie
Negative emotionality -0.30%*
Social inhibition -0.13

Note: *p < 0.05 **p < 0.01 **%p < 0.001.

Source: Author’s own study.

Significant correlations were revealed between the negative assessment of rela-
tionships in the family by the mothers surveyed and a tendency to experience strong
negative emotions (anxiety, anger, hostility), a tendency to worry, and a catastrophic
assessment of reality and most events as threatening.

Next, Kendall’s tau-c correlation coefficients were calculated between the study
women’s assessment of relationships in the family and scores on the Strength Burnout
Scale by W. Okta and S. Steuden (Table 3).

Table 3
Correlation coefficients between assessments of relationships in the family and
Strength Burnout Scale scores

Strength Burnout Scale Relationships in the family
Reduction in emotional control -0.28%*
Loss of subjective (personal) commitment -0.37%**
Reduction in commitment -0.31%%*
Narrowing of interpersonal contacts -0.31%**
Physical fatigue -0.23%*
Overall outcome -0.33%**

Note: *p < 0.05 **p < 0.01 ***p <0.001.
Source: Author’s own study.

The results obtained report the presence of significant correlations between the
negative assessment of relationships in the family by the women surveyed and loss
of subjective (personal) commitment, reduced self-efficacy and emotional control,
narrowing of interpersonal contacts, and increased physical fatigue.

Kendall’s tau-c correlation coefficients between family relationship assessment and
scores on the Social Support Scale by K. Kmiecik-Baran are included in Table 4.
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Table 4
Correlation coefficients between assessment of relationships in the family and the
Social Support Scale

Social Support Scale Relationships in the family
Emotional support 0.09
Valuing support 0.06
Instrumental support 0.18%*
Informational support 0.17
Overall result 0.17

Note: *p <0.05 **p <0.01 ***p <0.001.

Source: Author’s own study.

Statistically significant correlations are found between the surveyed women’s ne-
gative assessment of relationships in the family and the feeling of receiving insuffi-
cient instrumental support, in the form of concrete help, for example at work, financial
support, or a favour provided directly.

Kendall’s tau-c correlation coefficients between the assessment of relationships in
the family and scores on the Resilience Measurement Scale by N. Oginska-Bulik and
Z. Juczynski are presented in Table 5.

Table 5
Correlation coefficients calculated between assessment of relationships in the family
and adaptive capacity measured by the Resilience Measurement Scale

. Relationships in the
Resilience Measurement Scale p

family
Perseverance and determination 0.20*
Openness to new experiences and a sense of humour 0.21*
Personal competence and tolerance of negative emotions 0.27%%*
Tolerance for failure and treating life as a challenge 0.28%**
Optimistic attitude to life and ability to mobilise in difficult situations 0.28**%*
Overall score 0.29%%*%*

Note: *p < 0.05 **p < 0.01 ***p < 0.001.

Source: Author’s own study.
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The correlation results report statistically significant correlations between the ne-
gative assessment of relationships in the family by the mothers surveyed and low
psychological resilience and its indicators:

— low personal competence,

— low tolerance for negative emotions and failures,

— pessimistic attitude to life,

— lack of ability to mobilise themselves to deal constructively with difficult situ-
ations.

Negative perceptions of relationships in the family in the respondents are fur-
thermore associated with low persistence and determination in action and a low
appreciation of life as a challenge. Significant correlations were obtained between
the surveyed women’s positive assessment of relationships in the family and a
sense of competence, treating life as a challenge, high tolerance for failure and
negative emotions, optimism as well as good adaptability.

Discussion

The statistical analyses conducted allowed the authors of this paper to answer
the research problems formulated in the study. At the same time, it revealed that
91.43% of the surveyed women assessed the relationships in their family as “bad
or very bad,” and only 8.57% thought that these relationships were “good.” The
results obtained testify to the existence of significant correlations between a ne-
gative assessment of relationships in the family — as included in the perception
of the mothers surveyed — and a high level of negative emotionality understood
as a tendency to react with lowered mood, anxiety, hostility, an increased sense
of burnout, a low sense of instrumental support and a low level of psychological
resilience. Mothers who feel they receive insufficient help and support, have dif-
ficulty controlling their emotions and coping constructively with stress, have a
low tolerance for failure, feel incompetent, reduce their interpersonal contacts and
experience increased physical fatigue — they negatively assess their relationships
within the family. The respondents’ negative assessment of family relationships
is also connected with adaptation difficulties to the life situation, pessimism, a
tendency to worry and the interpretation of most events as threatening. It should
be emphasised that adaptation difficulties, low tolerance for failure and negative
emotions, feelings of burnout, threat, anxiety, and lack of social support in the
mothers surveyed may intensify their negative assessment of relationships in the
family. At the same time, it can be expected that the dissatisfaction of the su-
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rveyed women with their relationships in the family will contribute to feelings of
burnout, experiencing negative emotions, lack of competence, and difficulties in
adaptive coping with everyday life problems.

These findings are consistent with data reported by other authors (Chiang et
al., 2018), who indicate that mothers of children with disorders belonging to the
autism spectrum experience less support from the family, and more problems
in the functioning of the family system, than mothers of children developing
typically. Stacey Grebe, Sarah Mire, Hanjoe Kim, and Milena Keller-Margu-
lis (2022) believe that the reason for dissatisfaction in relationships between
parents of children with ASD may be because of differences regarding their
perceptions of their child’s disability. I. Kandel and J. Merrick (2007) and D.
Higgins, S. Bailey, and J. Pearce (2005) highlight that a child’s developmental
disorder is a stressor that affects the day-to-day functioning and relationships
of family members and relationship difficulties between parents. How parents
cope with these stressful, difficult situations and problems of daily life depends
on their personality traits and the social support experienced, factors that were
explored in this paper.

A sense of burnout can also harm the relationships and well-being of parents
of children with autism. Feelings of burnout can lead to a decrease in the commit-
ment and attention a parent gives to a child with autism, the occurrence of conflict
and tension in the marital relationship, and a decrease in the quality of the rela-
tionship with the child. Parents who experience strength burnout may be stricter,
and less understanding towards the behaviours and needs of the child with autism
(Pawtowska, Swierczyﬁska, 2021; Gau et al., 2012; Brobst, Clopton, & Hendrick,
2008). Parents’ intensified sense of burnout can affect the neglect of their needs,
and contribute to their well-being and their relationship with both their child and
life partner (Hoffman, Sweeney, Hodge, Lopez-Wagner, & Looney, 2009; Stuart,
McGrew, 2009; Seltzer et al., 2010). Charles Hoffman, Dwight Sweeney, Danel-
le Hodge, Muriel Lopez-Wagner, and Lisa Looney (2009) indicate a significant
connection between autism in children and negative perceptions of the spouse as
well as the degree of closeness and level of attachment between mother and child.
The severity of the child’s difficulties is associated with higher levels of strain on
parents and the family system.

The results described in this paper, indicate significant correlations betwe-
en negative assessment of relationships in the family and increased feelings of
burnout, expressed through loss of subjective commitment, reduced emotional
control, self-efficacy, narrowing of social contacts, and physical fatigue, cor-
respond with the opinions of Matgorzata Dabrowska (2005) and Matgorzata
Sekutowicz and Piotr Kwiatkowski (2013). Difficulties in communication in
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children with autism may foster an increased sense of lack of emotional contact
with the child, affecting the deterioration of the parent-child relationship. Mo-
thers who do not receive sufficient instrumental support in the form of concrete
help, and who experience burnout syndrome, may accuse members of their
immediate family, blaming them for their negative emotional states (Pisula,
1999; Dabrowska, 2005; Maciarz, 2009). The sense of frustration caused by
these factors may negatively affect the relationship with the child, and provide
grounds for building emotional distance towards the child, conflicts between
family members, loss of intra-family bonds as well as extra-family relations,
lack of interest beyond the child’s illness, intensify the sense of resignation,
loneliness, dissatisfaction with their life situation (Pisula, 1999; Bujak, 2013;
Dabrowska, 2005). The lack of social support adequate to the situation and the
perception of an unfavourable atmosphere at home are, according to Ewa Pisu-
la (1994), the reasons for the development of burnout syndrome in parents of
children with autism. M. Mikolajczak and I. Roskam (2018), Sarah Le Vigouro-
ux, Celine Scola, Marie- Emilie Raes, M. Mikolajczak, and I. Roskam (2017)
as well as Sarah Le Vigouroux and Celine Scola (2018) consider that special
attention should be drawn to the emotional instability (that is, neuroticism) of
mothers, which is one of the most important risk factors for burnout in parents.
The authors emphasise that emotionally unstable parents, due to reduced emo-
tion and impulse control, will react more intensely to life events. The specific
characteristics of the child, meanwhile, require parents to be more emotionally
controlled, and involved, which may also increase the risk of burnout. In ad-
dition, the parents’ personality traits, especially emotional stability, conscien-
tiousness, and agreeableness, determine the parenting strategies that they use,
which influence the children’s personality development and the quality of the
parent-child relationship (Denissen, van Aken, Dubas, 2009; Schofield, Con-
ger, Donnellan, Jochem, & Conger, 2012)

It is worth noting that not all parents of children with autism experience bur-
nout. There are also protective factors, such as social support, access to medi-
cal services and specialist support, and coping skills, which can help parents to
strengthen their resilience and adapt to the challenges of bringing up their child.
The results obtained in this study highlight the need to extend therapy, and psy-
chological support not only to children with autism spectrum disorders but also to
their parents. Often the whole attention of both parents, psychologists and doctors
is focused on helping the child with the discussed disorders. It should be noted
that the parents’ perception of the child’s problems affects the therapy process and
many aspects of the family members’ lives (Hebert, Koulouglioti, 2010; Mire,
Gealy, Kubiszyn, Burridge, & Goin-Kochel, 2017).
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The results presented in this paper indicate the psychological problems that
mothers bringing up children with ASD have to confront. Help provided to pa-
rents, psychological support can strengthen their sense of competence, psycho-
logical resilience, and control of emotions, facilitate adaptation to a difficult
situation, prevent the emergence of a sense of resignation, pessimism, lack of
perspectives, burnout, and, consequently, prevent the emergence of negative
relationships both with the child with ASD diagnosis, with the partner and with
other family members. The ability of parents of children with ASD to adapt
well to difficult situations, their psychological resilience significantly improves
the quality of their marital relationships (Siman-Tov, Kaniel, 2011), well-being
(Kuhn, Carter, 2006) increases life satisfaction (Ekas, Whitman, 2010), redu-
ces feelings of loneliness and improves family functioning (Halsteada, Ekas,
Hastings, & Griffith, 2018). The results of the statistical analyses reported in
this paper indicate that helping a child with any disorder, illness, or disability
should be tantamount to psychological support provided at the same time to his/
her parents, as the success of both the treatment and the rehabilitation process of
the child depends on them. It should be noted that the surveyed mothers who felt
competent, mobilised themselves in difficult situations, had a high tolerance for
setbacks and negative emotions, a sense of social support, were optimistic abo-
ut life, resistant to difficult situations and — as a consequence — had a positive
view of relationships in the family. It is therefore important to pay attention to
the assessment of relationships in the family by those bringing up children with
disorders belonging to the autism spectrum. It is on these relationships that the
sense of social support received will depend, which helps to cope with difficult
situations, to mobilise for action, to overcome difficulties, to become resilient
and not to react with a sense of burnout.

Conclusion

The results presented in this paper provide information on the existence of si-
gnificant relationships between the negative assessment of relationships in the
family by the women studied and an increased tendency to experience negative
emotions, mainly anxiety, a sense of lack of social support, strength burno-
ut, and low psychological resilience. The negative assessment of relationships
within the family in mothers of children with ASD is significantly influenced
by low emotional control, feelings of lack of competence, self-efficacy, threat,
increased physical fatigue, reduced social relationships, pessimistic attitudes
towards life, and difficulties in mobilising themselves to deal constructively
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with the problems that life brings. The commitment, sense of self-efficacy,
competence, good emotional control, psychological resilience, treating life as
a challenge, high tolerance for failure and negative emotions, optimism, and
sufficient level of instrumental support felt by mothers bringing up a child with
ASD have a positive impact on their relationships both with their child and with
other family members.
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