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Purpose: to explore the relationship between parenting self-efficacy (i.e., feelings of competence as a caretaker) and other parenting beliefs (e.g., how active of a role she feels she has in her child’s development, feelings of maternal guilt regarding diagnosis, and knowledge of autism) amongst mothers of children with autism.  It was hypothesized that a) role in development and knowledge would be positively associated with self-efficacy; b) guilt, maternal depression and parenting stress would be negatively associated with self-efficacy.

Participants: 170 biological mothers of children with autism participated. The children ranged from 2.4 to 10.8 years of age and 87% of these children were male. Further, of these children, 55% had autistic disorder, 14% had Asperger’s syndrome, 11% had a diagnosis of pervasive developmental disorder, and 37% had PDD-NOS. Of the mothers, the mean age was 37 years and the average education level obtained was a college degree. Forty-three mothers reported having more than one child with a disability. 

Procedure: All mothers were asked to complete questionnaires that examined parenting self-efficacy, maternal involvement in development (agency), maternal guilt, maternal autism knowledge, depression, parenting stress, and sociodemographic information. Three measures were developed by the authors to better understand a) maternal agency (i.e., the extent to which mothers assume active roles in their child’s life); b) maternal guilt (i.e., guilt related to feeling that not enough is being done to promote her child’s development); and c) maternal autism knowledge (i.e., factual knowledge of the core deficits in autism, aetiology of autism, and effective intervention methods).  

Results: mothers who reported being more active in promoting their child’s development reported higher levels of maternal self-efficacy. In contrast, mothers who reported more frequent feelings of guilt also reported lower levels of self-efficacy. Additionally, autism knowledge was not associated with maternal self-efficacy, but the authors wonder if this was due to the measure used to gauge autism knowledge. However, autism knowledge was positively associated with time since diagnosis, suggesting that some parents are coping with being a parent of a child with autism by seeking out knowledge about the disorder. 

The authors found strong validity and reliability for two measures that were developed for this study: Maternal Agency and Maternal Guilt, which can be used to assess aspects of maternal thoughts amongst mothers of children with ASD’s, which appear to play a role in a mother’s self-evaluation of parenting efficacy. 

