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Introduction: Autism spectrum disorder (ASD), by causing communication and
behavioral challenges, imposes a substantial caregiving burden on mothers.
Spirituality education, as a supportive and effective approach, may help reduce this
burden. Accordingly, the present study aimed to investigate the effect of spirituality
education delivered through social networks on the caregiving burden of mothers of
children with ASD.

Methods: This applied study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—
posttest control group. The statistical population included all mothers of children
with ASD enrolled in exceptional schools in Mashhad during the 2023-2024
academic year, selected through convenience sampling. The study sample consisted
of 50 participants, who were randomly assigned into an experimental group (n = 25)
and a control group (n = 25). The experimental group received spirituality education
through social networks in eight sessions, while the control group received no
intervention. Data were collected using the Novak and Guest Caregiver Burden
Inventory (1989). Statistical analyses were conducted using multivariate and
univariate covariance analyses (MANCOVA and ANCOVA) in SPSS-26.

Results: The results revealed a statistically significant difference between the mean
scores of caregiving burden in the experimental and control groups. Spirituality
education via social networks had a significant effect on reducing mothers’
caregiving burden, with an effect size of 81%, indicating a strong and substantial
impact.

Conclusion: Overall, the findings highlight important practical implications for
health professionals and educational policymakers. Designing and implementing
spirituality education programs via social networks can serve as a cost-effective,
accessible, and efficient strategy to support mothers of children with ASD.
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Introduction

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a complex neurodevelopmental condition characterized by persistent difficulties in
social communication, restricted interests, and repetitive behaviors. Beyond the clinical manifestations of ASD, one of
the most pressing issues for families, and particularly for mothers, is the heavy caregiving burden associated with raising
a child diagnosed with the disorder. The daily responsibilities of managing a child’s behavioral challenges, facilitating
therapeutic interventions, navigating social stigma, and advocating for educational support frequently lead to heightened
stress, fatigue, and a diminished sense of well-being among mothers. Caregiving burden in this context is not merely an
emotional or psychological experience; it encompasses financial strain, disruption of family dynamics, limitations on
social participation, and even adverse health outcomes for caregivers. Over the past decade, scholars and practitioners
have increasingly recognized the importance of psychosocial and spiritual resources in mitigating the negative
consequences of caregiving. Spirituality, broadly defined as a sense of connection with a transcendent reality, meaning
in life, and the practice of inner growth, has been identified as a potential buffer against stress and caregiver fatigue.
Previous studies have shown that spiritual beliefs and practices can foster resilience, enhance coping strategies, and
provide emotional comfort in times of hardship. However, despite this recognition, there remains a paucity of empirical
research examining structured spirituality education as an intervention to directly address caregiving burden, especially
within the population of mothers of children with ASD. Simultaneously, the rapid growth of digital platforms and social
networking technologies has opened new avenues for the delivery of psychosocial and educational interventions. Social
networks allow for flexible, accessible, and interactive modes of learning, overcoming geographical and logistical barriers
that often limit caregivers’ participation in face-to-face support programs. Integrating spirituality education into social
networking platforms can potentially combine the supportive aspects of spirituality with the convenience and reach of
digital learning, thereby offering an innovative and scalable intervention strategy. Against this backdrop, the present study
was designed to evaluate the impact of spirituality education delivered via social networks on the caregiving burden of
mothers of children with ASD. The study was guided by the hypothesis that mothers who participate in structured
spirituality education sessions online would experience a significant reduction in caregiving burden compared to those
who do not receive the intervention. The overarching aim was not only to test the effectiveness of this approach but also
to highlight its practical implications for health professionals, educators, and policymakers seeking cost-effective
strategies to support families affected by ASD.

Methods

This research employed an applied, quasi-experimental design, structured as a pretest—posttest study with a control group.
The design was selected to enable causal inferences regarding the effectiveness of the intervention while accommodating
the ethical and logistical constraints of working with vulnerable populations. The statistical population consisted of all
mothers of children diagnosed with ASD who were enrolled in exceptional schools in Mashhad, Iran, during the 2023—
2024 academic year. A convenience sampling method was used to recruit participants, given the challenges of accessing
this population. Ultimately, 50 mothers consented to participate. These participants were then randomly assigned into two
equal groups: an experimental group (n = 25) and a control group (n = 25). Random allocation was employed to enhance
internal validity and reduce potential confounding variables. The experimental group participated in a structured
spirituality education program delivered entirely through social networking platforms. The program consisted of eight
sessions, each carefully designed to cover essential themes of spirituality, such as self-awareness, meaning-making,
resilience through faith and mindfulness, compassion, gratitude, and strategies for integrating spiritual practices into daily
caregiving routines. Each session combined theoretical content with practical exercises, reflective questions, and
opportunities for group interaction. By utilizing the features of social networks—such as messaging, multimedia sharing,
and group discussions—the program created an engaging and supportive virtual learning environment. The control group
did not receive any form of intervention during the study period, though they were assured that they would be granted
access to the educational materials after the conclusion of the study as an ethical consideration. Data were collected using
the Novak and Guest Caregiver Burden Inventory (1989), a widely validated instrument for assessing caregiver strain
across multiple dimensions, including emotional, social, financial, and physical aspects. The inventory has demonstrated
strong psychometric properties in previous studies and was deemed suitable for evaluating the multidimensional nature
of caregiving burden among mothers of children with ASD. Pretest and posttest data were analyzed using multivariate
and univariate analyses of covariance (MANCOVA and ANCOVA). These methods were employed to control for
baseline differences between groups and to isolate the effect of the intervention on caregiving burden. Analyses were
conducted using SPSS version 26, with statistical significance set at p < 0.05. Effect size measures were also calculated
to assess the magnitude of the intervention’s impact.
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Results

The results of the study revealed a clear and statistically significant effect of spirituality education via social networks on
reducing caregiving burden among mothers of children with ASD. At baseline (pretest), there were no significant
differences between the experimental and control groups in terms of overall caregiver burden, suggesting successful
randomization. However, after the intervention (posttest), the experimental group demonstrated a marked decrease in
caregiving burden scores compared to the control group, which showed no significant change. The analyses indicated that
spirituality education accounted for approximately 81% of the variance in reductions in caregiving burden, a figure
representing a large effect size. This outcome suggests that the intervention was not only statistically significant but also
practically meaningful, with the potential to create substantial improvements in mothers’ caregiving experiences.
Qualitative feedback from participants further supported the quantitative findings. Mothers in the experimental group
reported experiencing greater emotional balance, increased patience in handling their children’s behaviors, and an
enhanced sense of meaning and purpose in their caregiving roles. Many highlighted the supportive nature of engaging
with other mothers through social networks, noting that the program reduced feelings of isolation and promoted shared
learning. The dimensions of caregiving burden most affected by the intervention were emotional stress, role strain, and
social limitations. Mothers described feeling less overwhelmed, more resilient, and better equipped to manage daily
challenges. Financial strain, while less directly influenced by spirituality education, also showed modest improvements,
possibly due to reduced psychological stress and improved problem-solving abilities.

Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the significant potential of integrating spirituality education into social networking
platforms as a means of reducing caregiving burden among mothers of children with ASD. The intervention’s large effect
size (81%) highlights its strong and meaningful impact, suggesting that spirituality education can serve as a powerful
protective factor against the multifaceted challenges of caregiving. From a theoretical standpoint, the study contributes to
the growing body of literature on the intersection of spirituality, digital health interventions, and caregiver well-being. It
provides empirical support for the proposition that spirituality is not merely a private or abstract concept but can be
systematically taught, practiced, and applied to improve quality of life in tangible ways. From a practical perspective, the
study offers several key implications: Delivering spirituality education via social networks ensures that mothers can access
supportive resources regardless of geographical or time constraints. This is particularly relevant for caregivers who are
often unable to attend in-person programs due to the demands of child care. Compared to traditional therapeutic or support
interventions, online spirituality education requires minimal resources, making it a feasible option for widespread
implementation in resource-limited settings. By addressing not only practical caregiving skills but also the deeper
psychological and existential dimensions of caregiving, spirituality education fosters a more holistic approach to caregiver
support. Educational and health policymakers can incorporate spirituality-based programs into national caregiver support
frameworks, ensuring that interventions extend beyond medical care to encompass psychosocial well-being. Nevertheless,
the study also acknowledges certain limitations.
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