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Abstract:

Background:

Mothers who have children with special needs are prone to parenting stress due to the limitations of the children.

Objectives:

This study aimed to test the contributions of hardiness, social support and child’s maladaptive behaviors as mediated by parenting
sense of competence to parenting stress in mothers of children with special-need.

Methods:

The participants of this study were 256 mothers. Five variables used were hardiness, social support, child’s maladaptive behavior,
parenting sense of competence, and parenting stress, which shaped the structural model of the study. The data of this study were
analyzed in two stages, using a structural equation modeling to assess a full model and post-hoc analysis to assess the differences of
parenting stress based on types of the children’s disabilities.

Results:

The results: 1) parenting stress was directly influenced by hardiness, social support, child’s maladaptive behavior, and parenting
sense of competence; 2) The relationship between hardiness and parenting stress was mediated by parenting sense of competence; 3)
the mothers having children with autism spectrum disorder went through parenting stress higher than those raising children with
other types of special need.

Conclusion:

The importance of parenting sense of competence as the mediator variable is discussed The determinant of parenting stress is directly
affected by a child’s maladaptive behavior that has a positive correlation with parenting stress. The hardiness and parenting sense of
competence as mother’s internal strength has a negative correlation with parenting stress, and so do the social support as external
strength.

Keywords: Parenting stress, Social support, Hardiness, Parenting sense of competence, Maladaptive behavior, Autism.

1. INTRODUCTION

Parenting stress is perceived as a stressing condition experienced by parents due to the discrepancy between parents’
expectation of their children and the factual condition. Parents having children with special needs are prone to parenting
stress. Parenting stress can affect a mother’s attitude and behaviors towards her child, for example, the mother being
less affectionate when interacting with her child [1], and so tired that she cannot effectively nurture her child [2]. In this
case, parenting tends to be authoritarian and strict [3], making her feel incompetent in taking care of her child [4]. Such
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condition of a mother certainly then makes the growth of her child less optimum [5, 6]. Given that the issue of parenting
stress is very important, this study has tested some variables supposedly determining the surfacing of parenting stress in
mothers having children with special needs.

The number of children with special needs in Indonesia keeps increasing year by year. According to the latest data,
there are 1.544.184 children, with 330.764 of them (21.42%) are in the age range of 5-18 years old [7]. Consequently, it
is necessary to have more caretakers for protecting and helping these children grow. The caregivers’ preparedness and
availability is the key to success for parents to stay happy in taking care of their children and to avoid stress.

This study focused on testing the stress experienced by the mothers, considering that in Indonesia the role of
mothers in taking care or their special-need children is more intensive than fathers who work outside home to meet their
families’ economic needs. This common picture of fathers’ inavailability is always proved with their most frequent
absence in parents’ meeting at their children’ schools. The fathers of the special-need children involved in this study
very rarely attended three-monthly meeting at their respective children’s schools. According to the headmasters, the low
rate of their presence was due to the time of their works that they could not leave their works. The number of children
cared for by his father is also small, which is around 40% in the community we studied. Only a few of them could
attend. Therefore, this study specified the parenting stress based on the mothers’ perceptions, and tried to test deeper the
psychological condition of the mothers in parenting their special-need children. The limitedness of every child with a
special need can bring a heavier load of parenting or difficulties in their mothers. The importance of mothers’ role has
also been studied by Calzada, Eyberg Rich and Querido [8]. Mothers’ parenting role is more intensive than that of
fathers so that they get more tired physically and psychologically [9], and parenting stress experienced by mothers is
stronger than that by fathers [10, 11].

Previous studies revealed that the sources of stress experienced by mothers who have children with special needs
can be categorized as internal and external factors. The internal factors include: 1) mother’s perception of her child’s
condition [12]; 2) mothers’ negative feelings such as depression [13]; anxiety [14, 15]; doubt of her child’s future [16];
3) strength in coping with stress sources [17]; 4) negative public stigma of child with special need [18 - 21], which
generates shame of having child with special need [22]; 5) personality [23]; hardiness is a personality character, which
consists of a set of attitudes resulting in strength in coping with stressing life events [24]; 6) Individual’s personal
resources [25]. The external factors include: 1) low social support to mothers of children with special needs [26]; 2)
children’s limitedness such as children’s dependence on parents [27], low capability of communicating their requests
[28], increasing maladaptive behaviors of children [29 - 32]; incapability of controlling their emotions [33]; 3) high cost
of fulfilling children’s needs [34].

This study examined the extent of parenting stress gone through by mothers taking care of children with different
disabilities i.e. hearing impairment (deafness), autism spectrum disorder, Down syndrome and intellectual disability.
The types of disability children have shown their development disorders from different perspectives. Children with
deafness are those unable to hear any sound since birth so that this study tried to explain about the parenting weight
borne by mothers who have children with such disability. This limitedness impedes the children’s social and intellectual
development, speech and language mastery, and educational achievement [35], so that it can generate stress in the
mothers [36]. Parenting complexity is also experienced by mothers who have children with intellectual disability and
Down syndrome. Children with these disabilities demand more attention and tend to depend on other people because
their intellectuality is below the average of children in general [37]. In addition, their adaptive skill is also poor [38],
and so is their ability to master social skill [33]. The problems of nurturing children with disabilities positively
correlates with the surfacing of parenting stress [39, 40].

Mothers who have children with autism spectrum disorder also experience parenting stress. It is characterized by
deficits in social interaction and communication, and the presence of restricted and repetitive behaviors [41]. One of the
causes of parenting stress is the characteristics of autistic children such as the inability to interact with their
environments [42], inability to control their emotions [43], increasing maladaptive behaviors like tantrum, self-harm
[44], and problem with sensory integration [45]. Studies have consistently proved that the intensity of parenting stress is
higher in parents who have children with Down syndrome [39], intellectual disability [46], hearing impairment [47],
and autism spectrum disorder [23] compared with those having children with normal development or with those having
children with chronic medical conditions [43]. In addition, mothers who have autistic children are believed to
experience parenting stress higher than mothers who have children with other types of development disorders [48].

Given the different characteristics of disabilities, it was assumed that the dynamics of theories influencing mothers
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of children with special needs are also different. So, this study aimed to test a model that explains the correlation
between several variables and parenting stress gone through by mothers of children with special needs; to test the role
of parenting sense of competence as the mediator variable and to find out which one of the four disabilities can lead to
parenting stress most. The hypotheses for this study are: social support has a direct effect on parenting stress
(Hypothesis 1); social support has an indirect effect on parenting stress through parenting sense of competence
(Hypothesis 2); hardiness has direct effect on parenting stress (Hypothesis 3); hardiness has an indirect effect on
parenting stress through parenting sense of competence (Hypothesis 4); perception of child’s maladaptive behavior has
a direct effect on parenting stress (Hypothesis 5); perception of child’s maladaptive behavior has an indirect effect on
parenting stress through parenting sense of competence (Hypothesis 6); parenting sense of competence has a direct
effect on parenting stress (Hypothesis 7); and parenting sense of competence correlates negatively with parenting stress
(Hypothesis 8).

2. MATERIAL AND METHODS

2.1. Participants

The participants of this study were 256 mothers, consisting of 97 mothers of children with intellectual disability, 46
of children with deafness, 49 of children with down syndrome, and 64 of children with autism spectrum disorder. Other
criteria of the participants were being the biological mothers of the children, raising their children by themselves, and
not sending them to dormitory schools special for disable children.

2.2. Procedures

Prior to collecting data, the researchers developed a rapport with the parents through the facilitation of the schools
the children went to. There were six public and private Special Needs Schools in Yogyakarta, which were willing to
participate in this study. Every subject of the study signed the informed consent as the evidence of their willingness to
participate voluntarily. The procedure of collecting data used in the study had complied with the standard determined by
the Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Psychology, Gadjah Mada University.

The scales were presented directly to the participants in the parenting activity at schools. Before the activity, they
were asked for their willingness to participate in this study by answering on the scales. The researchers guided them
during the process of giving their responses on the scales in case they could not understand the items.

2.3. Measures

To measure the social support, hardiness, parenting sense of competence, and parenting stress, analysis of
psychometric properties was done by testing the exploratory factor analysis and confirmatory factor analysis on the
subjects of the study. The result showed empirical evidence that supported the validation and reliability of each
construct, and so, the four measures can be applied on the mothers of children with special needs [49].

2.3.1. Social Support

The Social Support Scale used in this study was based on the types of social support defined by Sarafino and Smith
[50]. The mothers reported on the four types of social support; Emotional or esteem support (8 items; for example:
‘Support from fellow mothers can strengthen me to stay motivated in taking care of my child’); Tangible or instrumental
support (4 items; for example: ‘My relatives help me raise fund to meet my family’s needs’); Informational support (4
items; for example: ‘I get childcare information from the mother’s community”’); Companionship support (6 items; for
example: ‘My friends can spare their time for me’). This scale contained 22 items with 5 alternatives of answer ranging
from 1=very dissatisfied to 5=very satisfied. This social support scale had been tested and the internal consistency
reliability was Cronbach’s a = (0.842.

2.3.2. Hardiness

The Hardiness Scale used in this study was based on three dimensions of Hardiness Theory by Kobasa [24]. It
consisted of three subscales i.e. Control, Commitment and Challenge. There were 18 items with 5 alternatives of the
answer, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. An example of hardiness scale is 7 will immediately
get up from the problem I am facing’ (Control, 8 items); ‘I try to get involved in every activity my child does’
(Commitment, 4 items); I am able to anticipate any change happening in my child” (Challenge, 6 items). The
reliability value of hardiness scale was Cronbach’s o= 0.783.
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2.3.3. Perceptions of Maladaptive Behavior of Children

To measure the mothers’ perceptions of the severity of internalizing and externalizing maladaptive behaviors of
their children, a scale adapted from the Vineland Adaptive Behavior by Sparrow, Cicchetti, Balla, dan Doll [51] was
used. A total of 21 questions with a 3-point scale, ranging from Never (0 point) to Usually (2 points) were included in
this study, and the whole item was unfavorable. An example of the items of the perception of the maladaptive behavior
of children in the internalizing dimension was “Avoidance others and prefers to be alone”, and in the externalizing
dimension was “Is impulsive”. For the sample of this study, the reliability (Cronbach alpha) of the Maladaptive
Behavior Index-Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scale was 0.856.

2.3.4. Parenting sense of Competence

The Parenting Sense of Competence scale used in this study was based on the dimensions of parenting sense of
competence formulated by Johnston dan Mash [52], which consists of parenting efficacy and parenting satisfaction. The
scale contained 24 items with 5 alternatives of answer ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. The
example of parenting sense of competence for the dimension of parenting efficacy was ‘I believe I am able to meet my
child’s needs’ and the other for the dimension of parenting satisfaction was ‘I am happy with my life as a parent’. The
internal consistency reliability for the parenting sense of competence scale was Cronbach’s o = 0.862.

2.3.5. Parenting Stress

The Parenting Stress Scale used in this study was based on Abidin’s Parenting Stress Index (PSI) [53]. This scale
has 26 items with 5 alternatives of answer ranging from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree, and it consists of three
subscales: Parental Distress (12 Items; for example, ‘I feel guilty for the disability my child has’), Difficult Child (8
items; ‘My child’s capability is below that of his/her peers’) and Parent-Child Dysfunctional Interaction (6 items; My
child rarely do things that make me proud’). The internal consistency reliability in the current sample was Cronbach’s o
=0.813.

2.4. Data Analyses

The data of this study were analyzed in two stages. Firstly, using a Structural Equation Modeling, the theoretical
model proposed by the researchers was tested to find out whether it was supported by the data and how well it fitted the
index of model conformity. The value of goodness of fit was based on: 1) absolute fit measures [54], which consist of
the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA); 2) incremental fit measure
[54], which consists of the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Relative Fit Index (RFI) and Tucker Lewis Index (TLI). The
match rates tolerated by GFI, CFI, RTI and TLI range above 0.90 [55] and the value of RMSEA is accepted if it is less
than 0.08 [55]. The model test was done to bring about the values of correlation, direct effect, indirect effect between
the exogenous variables and endogenous variables, and to test the total effect and mediator variable. Mediation analysis
[56] was done to find out the indirect impact on social support, hardiness and children’s maladaptive behaviors through
parenting sense of competence toward parenting stress. SEM analysis and mediation analysis made use of Lisrel 8.8
software. Secondly, using ANOVA, it tested whether the mothers’ parenting stress were influenced by the four types of
disability, and using Tukey post hoc analysis, it determined the different extent of parenting stress caused by each type
of disability of the children.

3. RESULTS

3.1. Sample Characteristics

Based on the demographic data of the research subject, it was obvious that the age of most of the mothers ranged
from 18 to 40 years old (57.8%), meaning that the subjects were still at productive ages. Regarding their education
level, 47.26% of them had finished high school. Based on demographic data of children with special needs, most of the
children were at the ages of 7-13 years old (52.73%) and boy (70.70%). The number of mothers having children with
intellectual disability was bigger than those with other three types of disabilities (37.89%).

3.2. Testing the Hypothesized Model

The correlation of social support, hardiness, and perception of children’s maladaptive behavior through the
mediation of parenting sense of competence with parenting stress was tested using structural equation modeling and
modeling Maximum Likelihood (ML) technique [55]. The model of this study met the requirement of the proposed fit
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model, and by GFI =0.91, CFI =0.97, RFI =0.93, TLI = 0.96, and RMSEA = 0.075, the result of the goodness of fit of
the parenting stress model was good. To answer the hypothesis, based on the standardized final model Fig. (1), the
significance of the parameter is estimated to provide important information about the relationship among the latent
variables. The limit for reject/accept a relationship with the level of significance of 5% is 1.96 [55]. Based on Fig. (1), it
is shown that the t-value is higher by 1.96 or lower by -1.96, so the hypothesis is significant and accepted. The
standardized parameter estimates for the final model is shown in (Fig. 1).
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Fig. (1). Standardized final model.

This result indicated that the hypothesized model fit the data well. The final model accounted for 34% of the

variance in parenting sense of competence (R* = .34, p < 0.05), and 92% of the variance in parenting stress (R* = .92, p
<0.05).

Table 1 shows that 1) the effect of social support on parenting sense of competence by f=0.09 (t < 1.96) was not
significant and the hypothesis was rejected; 2) the effect of social support on parenting stress by f=-0.18 (t <-1.96) was
significant and the hypothesis was accepted; 3) the effect of hardiness on parenting sense of competence by $=0,59 (t >
1.96) was significant and the hypothesis was accepted; 4) the effect of hardiness on parenting stress by f=-0.28 (t <
-1.96) was significant and the hypothesis was accepted; 5) the effect of perception of child’s maladaptive behavior on
parenting sense of competence by f=-0.10 (t > -1.96) was not significant and the hypothesis was rejected; 6) the effect
of perception of child’s maladaptive behavior on parenting stress by p=0.44 (t > 1.96) was significant and the
hypothesis was accepted; 7) the effect of parenting sense of competence on parenting stress by f=-0.91 (t <-1.96) was
significant and the hypothesis was accepted; 8) the parenting sense of competence evidently correlated in a negative
way with parenting stress (r =-0.67, p <0.01).

Table 1. Regression weights of the final study model.

Exogenous Variables Endogenous Variables (Non-l;::\inn(lizﬁiize d) Estimate (Standardized) t-value
Hardiness Parenting Sense of Competence 0.89* 0.59* 4.48%*
Hardiness Parenting Stress 0.31* 0.28* 2.82%

Parenting Sense of Competence Parenting Stress -0.68%* -0.91%* -11.84%
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(Table 1) contd.....
Exogenous Variables Endogenous Variables (Non-g:;i:(liztredize d) Estimate (Standardized) t-value
Social Support Parenting Stress -0.21%* 0.18* -2.05%
Social Support Parenting Sense of Competence 0.14 0.09 0.87
Maladaptive Behavior Parenting Stress 0.50* 0.44* 7.46*
Maladaptive Behavior Parenting Sense of Competence -0.14 -0.10 -1.40

Note: * statistically significant at 0.05 level
3.3. Testing the Role of Parenting Sense of Competence as Mediator

The parenting stress model Fig. (1) tested the role of parenting sense of competence in mediating hardiness on
parenting stress, yet not mediating social support and perception of child’s maladaptive behavior. The direct effect of
hardiness on parenting sense of competence by f=0.59 (t > 1.96) was significant and it had covariance value higher than
the direct effect of hardiness on parenting stress by f=-0.28 (t <-1.96), although hardiness had a significant effect also
on parenting stress. It proved the hypothesis that parenting sense of competence mediates the effect on parenting stress
could be accepted. The direct, indirect and total effects of each exogenous variable on the endogenous variables can be
seen in Table 2.

Table 2. Standardized direct, indirect and total effects for parenting stress.

Variables Standardized Direct Effect Standardized Indirect Total Effect
Effect
Social support — Parenting stress -0.18%* - -0.18*
Hardiness — Parenting stress -0.28* 0.59* 0.31*
Child’s maladaptive behavior — Parenting stress 0.44%* - 0.44%*
Parenting Sense of competence =~ — Parenting stress -0.91* - -0.91*

3.4. Types of Disability in Children and Parenting Stress

Based on Tukey post hoc analysis, the mothers of children with autism spectrum disorder went through parenting
stress higher (n = 64, M = 49.21, SD =7.49) than those of children with other types of disorder (intellectual disability
=97, M =33.92, SD = 10.77); (hearing impairment, n = 46, M = 33.02, SD = 10.58); (down syndrome, n = 49, M =
29.57, 8D = 11.75). This discrepancy was evidently significant (F' (3,252) = 44.236, p< 0.01). The value of the adjusted
R squared 0.337 indicated that the variability of parenting stress that could be explained with the variability of types of
the children’s disabilities was 33.7%. Based on the severity of the mothers’ parenting stress, this study answered the
question that mothers who have children with autism spectrum disorder go through worse parenting stress than mothers
who have children with other special needs (intellectual disability, hearing impairment, and down syndrome Table 3).

Table 3. ANOVA to determine significant differences between types of disabilities with parenting stress in mother.

Source Type III Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Corrected Model 13887.085° 3 4629.028 44.236 0.00
Intercept 311979.804 1 311979.804 2981.331 0.00
Type of disability 13887.085 3 4629.028 44.236 0.00
Error 26370.411 252 104.644 - -
Total 386075.000 256 - - -
Corrected Total 40257.496 255 - - -

a. R Squared = 0.345 (Adjusted R Squared = 0.337)

4. DISCUSSION

This study was done in Indonesia, involving subjects who were mostly Muslims (70.3%), Christian (21.3%), Hindu
(2.6%), Buddhist (5.8%). The role of religion is believed to be beneficial in shaping parents’ personality with hardiness
and parenting sense of competence for nursing children with special needs because they can minimize mothers’
parenting stress. The results of this study correspond with the results of other similar studies, proving that the internal
factors within mothers such as hardiness [17], and parenting sense of competence [57 - 59] have a negative correlation
with parenting stress. On the other hand, the external factors like mother’s perception of social acceptance and support
have a negative correlation with parenting stress [60, 61], and mother’s perception of child’s maladaptive behavior has a
positive correlation with parenting stress [5, 62].
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The external source of stress is the mother's perception of the maladaptive behavior of children with special needs,
such as being less able to express what they want [28]; being unable to interact socially [63 - 65]; being less
independent [66]; disruptive behaviors such as aggression, tantrums, and difficult temperaments of repetitive behavior
and stereotypes [67]. The study also proved that the maladaptive behaviors displayed by these special-needs children
have a significant impact on parenting stress [9, 36, 68 - 70]. As significant defense from the emergence of parenting
stress, the contribution of social support is prominent in Indonesian societies due to their collective culture that
accentuates family relation, cooperation, solidarity, and interdependence. Social support for mothers who have children
with special needs is beneficial because it enables them to reduce mental problems such as stress and depression [61], to
increase their coping ability and psychological well-being [44, 63], to make them get closer to their children [26, 64].

The results of this study showed the importance of parenting sense of competence as the mediator variable. The rate
of parenting sense of competence affects the way a mother perceives and feels the condition of her child so that it can
minimize her stress. If she perceives her child’s limitedness positively, the interaction between her and her child will be
able to go better. Consequently, the child’s development can be optimum [71]. The mother’s perception of her
competence in taking care of her child has a direct correlation with the use of effective parenting strategy [59]. Several
studies have proven the importance of parenting sense of competence as a mediator variable on parenting stress [52, 58,
59, 72, 73].

This study supports Mash and Johnston’s model of parenting stress in parents with hyperactive children [74]. This
model integrates three domains of characteristics affecting the growth of parenting stress, specifically the characteristics
of child, parent and the environment. Child’s characteristics include his/her adaptive and maladaptive behaviors.
Parent’s characteristics include their efficacy and contentment of parenting that is able to decrease parenting stress and
environment’s characteristics include social support that directly affects the rise of parenting stress. The study done by
Hill and Rose [58] has confirmed the role of parenting sense of competence as a mediator variable. They conducted a
study on mothers who had children with intellectual disability, proving that mothers with high parenting efficacy have
confidence in their ability to apply effective ways of interacting with their children [58]. This study tried to complete
these previous studies by adding the variables of internal strength and self-control for staying well under the pressure of
children’s problems. Hardiness is an internal strength that has a sense of control over every pressing incident in life
[75].

Based on the purpose of this study, there are differences in maternal parenting stress seen from the type of child
disability, proving that mothers who have autistic children experience higher parenting stress than mothers of other
special needs children. The result of this study confirms the results of meta-analysis study done by Hayes and Watson
[48]that parents of children with autism spectrum disorder experience parenting stress higher than parents of
developmentally disorder children and parents of developmentally normal children. According to Karst and Hecke [76],
autism spectrum disorder constitutes a developmental disorder that is severe because a child with autism goes through
setback in almost entire aspects of development. Difficulty in raising a child with autism generally is due to the
characteristics of the child who tends to self-harm and be hyperactive [77]; perform destructive behaviors [78]; have
poor adaptive behavior [79]; get barriers in communication and social interaction [80].

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This study would like to give new information about the importance of internal strength such as hardiness and
parenting sense of competence and external strength like social support, which have a negative correlation with
parenting stress. On the other hand, the severity of maladaptive behaviors of children with special needs frustrates
mothers in taking care of them so that the results of this study succeeded in proving that child’s maladaptive behavior
causes the increase of mother’s parenting stress. The role of personality and cognitive assessment, as well as the
intensity of social support reception altogether, leads to positive parenting. The importance of parenting sense of
competence as a personal resource has been approved in this study that it mediates hardiness to parenting stress. With
confidence in personal ability, mothers are able to decrease negative effects; they are able to control the rise of negative
emotions (i.e. guilty, anxiety and sadness), to solve the problem, feel comfortable, and eventually to positively perceive
the existence of their children and be grateful.

The implication of this study is the importance of hardiness and sense of competence in every individual. The
abilities of self-control and self-introspection indicate self-functioning which is important in dealing with stress sources
and in perceiving every problem. This study has proven that the hardiness and parenting sense of competence play the
role as buffers against the surfacing of parenting stress. Therefore, there is a chance to make training for parents on how
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to build positive thinking for reducing parenting stress; for example, Cognitive Behavior Therapy [81], and Problem
Solving Therapy [82].

LIMITATIONS

The limitation of this study is that the participants were mothers of children with special needs only so that the
generalization could not address other main caregivers who also had a significant role in the children’s growth and also
other parents of children with normal development. Therefore, based on the results of this study, any following study is
suggested to examine the relationship between the variables based on other main caregiver, namely father.
Correspondingly, it is important to study more about the relationship between children’s maladaptive behaviors and
parenting stress. Any future study is recommended to involve training for parents to reduce parenting stress and to
provide them with knowledge about children’s maladaptive behaviors.
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