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ABSTRACT

Parents of special children having Disabilities like physical, Intellectual, Developmental Etc.
face multiple challenges that can adversely affect their mental health. This paper critically
examines existing literature to explore the extent and nature of mental health issues among
these parents, the factors contributing to these problems, the impacts — on both parents and
children what the various coping strategies and interventions, gaps in current research; and
implications for policy, practice and future research. The review suggests that parental mental
health is a key component for well-being of both parent and child, but often neglected.

Thoughtful, culturally sensitive, and supportive policies and programs are required to address
this.

KEYWORDS: Mental Health, Parental stress, Parenting burden, Special children, Emotional
well-being, Caregiver burnout.
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INTRODUCTION

Raising a child with a disability brings additional caregiving demands beyond what typically
developing children require. Disabilities can be Physical, Intellectual, Developmental,
behavioural, or Multiple Disabilities. Parents often become primary caregivers, advocates,
coordinators of medical/rehabilitative services, and emotional support providers. These roles
impose emotional, physical, financial, and social burdens. Understanding the importance of
mental health in parents is utmost important and essential because parental well-being
significantly shapes children’s outcomes, family functioning, and broader societal costs.

Prevalence and Nature of Mental Health Challenges

Prevalence Rates

o Studies show high prevalence of psychological distress among parents of children with
disabilities. For example, in Malawi, 41% of such parents exhibited psychological distress
above normative levels.

e In Puducherry, India, a study found that over 86 Percent of parental caregivers reported
stress, anxiety, and depression; almost all reported poor sleep quality, quality of life was
reduced in multiple domains.

e A large longitudinal study in United States (Panel Study of Income Dynamics,
1997-2017) found parents of children with Developmental Disabilities are significantly
more likely to develop mental health problems like depression and anxiety than parents of

children without Disabilities.

Types of Mental Health Issues

o Elevated levels of depressive symptoms, anxiety, stress are common.

« Sleep disturbances and physical health problems (e.g., fatigue, musculoskeletal pain) also
feature prominently.

e Quality of Life is compromised across domains—physical, psychological, social,

environmental.

Contributory Factors / Risk Factors
A number of child-, parent-, family-, and contextual factors interact to increase risk for poor

mental health outcomes.
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Child-Related Factors

Severity of disability: More dependent children in Activities of Daily Living, poor
mobility, behavioural challenges lead to greater stress.

Type of disability: Parents of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) often report
higher stress than those of children with other developmental or intellectual disabilities.
Communication difficulties, behavioural problems, stigma associated with ASD
contribute.

Age of child: Younger children may require more hands-on care; but also, adult children

with developmental disabilities who remain dependent may impose long-term stress.

Parent-Related Factors

Socioeconomic status: Low income, low education correlate with higher distress and less
access to resources.

Gender: Mothers often report higher levels of depression/stress than fathers, possibly
because mothers more often handle caregiving responsibilities.

Coping styles and beliefs: Use of emotion-focused coping tends to correlate with higher
levels of distress, compared to problem-focused or active coping. Religious or fatalistic

beliefs sometimes help, sometimes hinder, depending on context.

3.3 Social, Environmental, Institutional Factors

Social support (or lack thereof), stigma, isolation are repeated themes. Many parents feel
marginalized or misunderstood.

Healthcare system, informational support: Poor communication from health/rehab
professionals, lack of clear guidance or resources exacerbates stress.

Cultural norms and expectations: Culture shapes how disability is perceived, types of
support offered, stigma, gender roles (who cares).

Impacts of Poor Parental Mental Health

On Parents

Emotional distress, burnout, physical health decline (poorer sleep, chronic pain etc.).

Reduced quality of life, diminished social life, strained relationships, financial stress.

Copyright@ Page 3



International Journal Research Publication Analysis

On Children

o Parental mental health can influence the responsiveness, emotional climate, and
consistency of caregiving, which are known to affect child emotional, behavioural, and
developmental outcomes.

o Higher parental stress or depression is associated with poorer child rehabilitation
outcomes, possibly via reduced adherence to therapies, less patience, or reduced parent—

child interaction. (Though rigorous causality evidence is less abundant.)

On Family and Society

o Spillover effects: marital conflict, sibling adjustment issues, economic burden.

« Greater use of health/social services (mental health services), potentially higher costs. For
example, in Australia, parents of children with disabilities have higher mental health

service utilisation and costs.

Coping Strategies & Interventions

Individual Level

« Use of adaptive coping: problem-solving, acceptance, planning.

« Emotion-focused coping, religious/spiritual coping are common, but sometimes less
effective or can be insufficient alone.

Social Support

o Peer groups, parent support groups — connecting with others in similar situations helps
reduce isolation.

o Informal support from family, friends.

Professional Supports / Interventions

« Psychological counselling, respite care.

e Mindfulness-based interventions have shown promise. For example, a review found
mindfulness reduces parenting distress among parents of disabled children.

e Sleep hygiene interventions, stress reduction programs.

Institutional, Policy Level

o Health services screening parents for mental health issues; integration into paediatric /
rehabilitation services.

e Subsidies or financial supports for caretakers.

e Education / training of healthcare providers to improve communication with parents;

providing accurate, clear information and referrals.
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Gaps in the Literature & Methodological Critique

e Much of the literature is cross-sectional; longitudinal studies are fewer, making it harder
to infer causality or understand change over time.

e Many studies rely on self-report measures, which may be biased (recall bias, social
desirability).

e There is variability in how “Disability” is defined (type, severity), making it difficult to
compare across studies.

e Cultural factors often underexplored; many studies from high-income countries, fewer
from low- and middle-income settings.

o Less attention to fathers as compared to mothers. Gender imbalance in samples.

o Few studies examine protective factors (resilience, positive outcomes) or longitudinal
effects of interventions.

Implications for Policy, Practice, and Research

For Policy

« Design policies that recognize caregiver mental health as part of disability services.

o Ensure accessible mental health services, financial supports, and respite care.

o Address social stigma through awareness campaigns.

For Practice

o Integrate screening for depression, anxiety, stress, sleep disturbance into routine
follow-ups for families of children with disabilities.

« Provide education and training for parents on coping strategies, behaviour management of
child, and self-care.

« Develop culturally sensitive interventions.

For Research

« More longitudinal and interventional studies: which interventions work, for whom, under
what conditions.

o Better measurement of disability type/severity; more nuanced contextual factors (culture,
socioeconomic status).

« Include fathers and other caregivers (grandparents, extended family) in research.

o Study resilience and positive adaptation: how some parents thrive despite challenges.
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CONCLUSION
Mental health of parents caring for children with disabilities is of critical importance not only
for the parents’ own well-being, but also for children’s development and family and societal

functioning.

The literature consistently shows elevated rates of stress, depression, anxiety, and reduced
quality of life in these parents. Multiple interacting factors contribute to worse outcomes,
though also some coping strategies and supports can mitigate harm. However, significant
gaps remain in understanding and supporting mental health in this group. To truly support
these families, integrated, culturally attuned, evidence-based interventions, and supportive

policies are needed.
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