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Background:
It has been shown previously that parents of children with disabilities experience stress. However, there remains a lack of consensus regarding the conceptualization of stress in existing literature. Four different conceptualizations/definitions of stress can be distinguished. First, stress can be understood as a physiological and psychological reaction that an organism goes through, usually in stages, to adapt to a stressful situation.  The second conceptualization suggests that stressful life events can contribute to adverse outcomes. The third conceptualization states that daily life hassles and frustrations, rather than a major life event, contributes to stress. Finally, the fourth definition of stress involves the concept of “resource imbalance” suggesting that there is a discrepancy between the demands of a situation and the person’s resources or ability to cope.
Method:
This paper presents a theoretical model for understanding stress and related issues in families of children with developmental disabilities (DD).  The goal of the present paper was to: 1) review different understandings of stress and to describe the current model; 2) discuss research and clinical implications pertinent to each domain of the model; 3) evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the model; and 4) present several illustrations of the application of the model in empirical research.
Results:
The current model includes Stressors (i.e., Child Characteristics and Other Life Stressors), Resources (i.e., Individual's Personal Resources and Family System Resources), Supports (i.e., Informal Social Supports and Formal Supports and Services) and both Positive and Negative Parental Outcomes. Some advantages of the model are that it is comprehensive as it borrows from several bodies of literature; however, it is simplistic enough to be used in applied research and clinical practice.  Furthermore, the model can be tested used multiple regression analyses.  The model has a certain limitations such as being static in that it does not attempt to capture changes over time.  The model has been used empirically in samples of parents of children with autism (e.g., Perry, 1990); parents of children with Down syndrome, Rett syndrome, fragile (X) syndrome, autism, and DD with unknown etiology (e.g., Perry, Harris, & Minnes, 2004). Please see the full article for a detailed description of empirical research using the model.
Conclusions:
Overall, the model attempts to address conceptual and measurement issues in the literature by explicitly defining stress, stressors, and distress; by clearly distinguishing between dependent and independent variables; and by using constructs for which reasonably sound measuring instruments are available. It provides a valuable framework in which is structure subsequent research on positive or negative parental outcomes related to stress, while considering the contribution of available resources and support.
