eduhealthsci: 10.22034/edus.2026.586536.1112

]

New Approaches in ,;v@;’@}%@%
Educational Management and Health Sciences f"' > \g,’
i R

? e Lo y
Journal Homepage: https://www.eduhealthsci.ir/

Epidemiology of Mental Health of Parents of Children with Autism Spectrum in

Karaj

Leila Saghayan 1*/, Mahboobeh Dargahi Zaboli 22

1. M.A. in Psychology and Education of Exceptional Children, Islamic Azad University, Electronic Branch, Tehran, Iran.

E-mail:_l.saghayan@iau.ir

2. Corresponding Author, Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology Education and Counseling, Farhangian University, Tehran,

Iran.

E-mail:_MDargahi@cfu.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:
Research

Article history:
Received:
10 Mar 2026

Received in revised form:

19 Apr 2026
Accepted:

16 May 2026
Published online:

25 Jun 2026

Keywords:
Psychological Disorders,
Mental Health,

Autism Spectrum Disorder,
Children with Autism Spectrum

Disorder,
Parents of Children with
Autism.

Introduction: Limited epidemiological research has been conducted on the mental
health of parents of children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Therefore, the
present study aimed to investigate the prevalence of mental health problems among
parents of children with ASD in Karaj, Iran.

Methods: This study employed a descriptive cross-sectional survey design. The
statistical population consisted of parents of children with Autism Spectrum Disorder
(ASD) in Karaj, Iran, in 2024. A total of 164 participants were selected through
purposive non-probability sampling from an autism center and a specialized autism
school in Karaj. Data were collected using the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality
Inventory-71 (MMPI-71) and the Goldberg General Health Questionnaire (GHQ,
1972). The collected data were analyzed using the Chi-square (y?) test and the Phi
() correlation coefficient in SPSS software version 26.

Results: The findings indicated that approximately two-thirds of parents of children
with ASD experienced mental health problems, with a higher prevalence among
mothers than fathers. No significant relationship was found between the gender of
the child with ASD and the mental health status of either parent. The association
between parental mental health problems and the comorbidity of ASD with other
neurodevelopmental disorders was also examined. Results revealed that poor mental
health among both mothers and fathers was significantly associated with the presence
of comorbid neurodevelopmental disorders in their children. Furthermore, no cases
of hypochondriasis, hysteria, schizophrenia, or mania were identified among either
mothers or fathers. However, depression was found to be the most prevalent
psychological disorder among parents. The results also demonstrated that parental
age, occupational characteristics, and the gender of the child with ASD were not
associated with parental mental health problems. In contrast, parental educational
level and family income significantly influenced the occurrence of mental health
problems. Additionally, the findings showed that the General Health Questionnaire
identified a greater number of parents with mental health problems compared to the
MMPI-71.

Conclusion: Overall, the findings suggest that parents of children with ASD,
particularly mothers, are at increased risk of mental health problems due to the
challenges associated with raising these children, including greater caregiving
responsibilities, increased financial burden, and insufficient social support.
Therefore, targeted support services and interventions are needed to reduce parental
stress and improve their psychological well-being.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a complex neurodevelopmental condition characterized by persistent difficulties in
social communication and interaction, accompanied by restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities.
The prevalence of ASD has increased considerably during recent decades, making it one of the most important
developmental disorders affecting children and their families worldwide. Although extensive research has focused on the
diagnosis, treatment, and educational needs of children with ASD, less attention has been paid to the psychological well-
being of their parents, who often bear the primary responsibility for caregiving and support. Parenting a child with ASD
can be both rewarding and challenging; however, the unique and persistent demands associated with the disorder
frequently place considerable emotional, social, and financial burdens on family members. Parents of children with ASD
are often exposed to chronic stress resulting from behavioral difficulties, communication deficits, educational concerns,
treatment costs, and uncertainty regarding their child’s future. These challenges may adversely affect various aspects of
parental functioning, including emotional well-being, family relationships, occupational performance, and social
participation. Numerous studies have suggested that parents of children with developmental disabilities experience higher
levels of anxiety, depression, psychological distress, and reduced quality of life compared with parents of typically
developing children. Among these parents, mothers often report greater psychological burden due to their more active
role in daily caregiving and child-rearing responsibilities. Mental health is a fundamental component of overall health
and plays a crucial role in maintaining individual, family, and societal well-being. Poor parental mental health may
negatively influence parenting practices, family functioning, and the effectiveness of interventions provided to children
with ASD. Moreover, parental psychological difficulties may reduce the capacity to cope with stress and limit access to
social and community resources. Consequently, understanding the mental health status of parents of children with ASD
is essential for developing effective support services and intervention programs aimed at improving both parental well-
being and child outcomes. Despite the growing recognition of parental mental health concerns, epidemiological evidence
regarding the prevalence of psychological disorders among parents of children with ASD remains limited, particularly in
developing countries and local communities. Cultural factors, socioeconomic conditions, healthcare accessibility, and
social support systems may influence the psychological experiences of these parents. Therefore, findings obtained in one
setting may not be directly generalizable to other populations. In Iran, relatively few studies have examined the prevalence
and characteristics of mental health problems among parents of children with ASD, and even fewer have explored the
influence of demographic and family-related factors on parental psychological well-being. Given the importance of
parental mental health and the limited availability of local epidemiological data, the present study was conducted to
investigate the prevalence of mental health problems among parents of children with ASD in Karaj, Iran. In addition, the
study aimed to examine the relationship between parental mental health and factors such as parental gender, educational
level, family income, child gender, and the presence of comorbid neurodevelopmental disorders. By identifying the most
prevalent psychological problems and the factors associated with parental mental health, this research seeks to provide
evidence that may contribute to the development of targeted support services, preventive programs, and mental health
interventions for families of children with ASD.

Methods

This descriptive cross-sectional survey was conducted among parents of children with ASD in Karaj during 2024 (1403
in the Iranian calendar). A total of 164 participants were selected through purposive non-random sampling from an autism
center and an autism school in Karaj. Data were collected using the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory-71
(MMPI-71) and the Goldberg General Health Questionnaire (GHQ, 1972). Data were analyzed using the Chi-square (%)
test and Phi correlation coefficient in SPSS version 26.

Results

The findings indicated that approximately two-thirds of parents of children with ASD experienced mental health
problems, with a higher prevalence among mothers than fathers. No significant relationship was found between the gender
of the child with ASD and the mental health status of either parent. The association between parental mental health
problems and the comorbidity of ASD with other neurodevelopmental disorders was also examined. Results revealed that
poor mental health among both mothers and fathers was significantly associated with the presence of comorbid
neurodevelopmental disorders in their children. Furthermore, no cases of hypochondriasis, hysteria, schizophrenia, or
mania were identified among either mothers or fathers. However, depression was found to be the most prevalent
psychological disorder among parents. The results also demonstrated that parental age, occupational characteristics, and
the gender of the child with ASD were not associated with parental mental health problems. In contrast, parental
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educational level and family income significantly influenced the occurrence of mental health problems. Additionally, the
findings showed that the General Health Questionnaire identified a greater number of parents with mental health problems
compared to the MMPI-71.

Conclusion

The findings of the present study provide important evidence regarding the psychological well-being of parents of children
with Autism Spectrum Disorder in Karaj. The results revealed that a substantial proportion of parents experience mental
health difficulties, highlighting the significant psychological burden associated with raising a child with ASD. Consistent
with previous research, mothers demonstrated a higher prevalence of mental health problems than fathers, suggesting that
caregiving responsibilities and daily involvement in the child’s needs may place mothers at greater risk for emotional
distress. This finding underscores the necessity of considering gender-related differences when designing support
programs and mental health services for families affected by ASD. The study also demonstrated that depression was the
most prevalent psychological disorder among parents, whereas no cases of hypochondriasis, hysteria, schizophrenia, or
mania were identified. This pattern suggests that the psychological difficulties experienced by parents are more likely to
be associated with chronic stress, emotional exhaustion, and prolonged caregiving demands rather than severe psychiatric
disorders. The high prevalence of depressive symptoms may reflect feelings of uncertainty about the child’s future, social
isolation, financial strain, and limited access to adequate support resources. Therefore, routine screening for depressive
symptoms among parents of children with ASD may facilitate early identification and timely intervention. Another
important finding was the association between parental mental health problems and the presence of comorbid
neurodevelopmental disorders in children with ASD. Families caring for children with multiple developmental challenges
often face more complex caregiving demands, greater treatment requirements, and increased emotional and financial
pressures. These circumstances may contribute to elevated levels of psychological distress among parents. Consequently,
support services should pay particular attention to families whose children present with additional neurodevelopmental
conditions. The results further indicated that parental age, occupational characteristics, and the gender of the child with
ASD were not significantly related to parental mental health status. However, educational level and family income were
found to be important factors influencing psychological well-being. Parents with higher educational attainment and better
financial resources may have greater access to information, healthcare services, coping strategies, and social support
networks, which can reduce vulnerability to mental health problems. These findings emphasize the importance of
socioeconomic considerations when planning family-centered interventions and support policies. Furthermore, the
General Health Questionnaire identified a greater number of parents with mental health problems than the MMPI-71,
suggesting that it may be a more sensitive instrument for screening psychological distress in this population. This finding
may have practical implications for clinicians and researchers seeking efficient methods for identifying parents in need
of psychological support. Overall, the results highlight the urgent need for comprehensive psychological, educational,
and social support programs for parents of children with ASD. Mental health services should be integrated into autism
care systems and should include counseling, stress management training, family support groups, and community-based
interventions. By addressing parental mental health needs, healthcare providers and policymakers can contribute not only
to improved well-being among parents but also to better developmental outcomes and quality of life for children with
ASD and their families.
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