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Purpose: To better understand the perceptions and experiences of families who have one more children with an ASD. The study also aims to examine the behavior and characteristics of children ASDs and how these characteristics impact the family. As a result the authors proposed that: 1) primary caregivers of a child or children with an ASD will report low levels of martial happiness, family adaptability, family cohesion, and self esteem; and 2) and coping style would help to predict adjustment to marital happiness, adaptability, cohesion, and self-esteem. 

Participants and Procedure: The authors sent out a total of 134 surveys to caregivers of children with ASDs in a regional and rural area of south-west Victoria, Australia. Of the 134 surveys they received, 52 were completed and mothers completed 97% of these packages. The majority of the respondents (40) had never been separated or divorced, 1 was widowed pre-diagnosis, 2 divorced before the birth of the child with ASD, and 10 divorced after the birth of the child with ASD. 

Measures: Participants were asked to complete four questionnaires that examined: a) family adaptability and cohesion; b) martial quality and marital happiness; c) self-esteem; d) and coping strategies used by the primary caregiver. This study was also part of a larger study that examined perceptions about support services available for children with ASD and their families. As part of that study, parents were asked to provide demographic information and behavioural characteristics of the children with ASD as well as information about the support services available to their family. 

Results: Primary caregivers of a child with ASD reported lower marital happiness, family adaptability and family cohesion than families of typically developing children. However, these parents did not appear to have lower self-esteem. Examining family functioning, the authors found that when the symptom and behavioural severity of their children is more severe, there is more stress on families, which can create more conflicts in the family system. The authors also found that coping strategies did not seem to be related to marital or family adjustment. Overall, this study found continued support for the need of services that are aimed at enhancing marital and family functioning for families that have a child with an ASD. 

