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Background:

There are increasing efforts to involve parents of children with autism in their children’s interventions. This involvement might be enhanced by additional investigation of factors that contribute to parents’ (of children with autism spectrum disorders) well-being and feelings of parenting competence. The purpose of this study was to explore associations between parenting self-efficacy (feelings of competence in the caretaking role) and a number of other factors including: maternal agency (the extent to which a mother assumes an active role in her child’s development, engages in interactions with her child, and persists in identifying strategies that minimize maladaptive child behaviours and maximize adaptive behaviours); maternal guilt; and maternal knowledge. 

Method:

171 biological mothers of children with an autism spectrum disorder participated in this study. Mothers completed questionnaires either online or in hard copy versions. Sociodemographic information was collected. Maternal cognitions/self-efficacy was measured using the Maternal Efficacy Scale (Teri & Gelfand, 1991). Maternal agency, guilt and knowledge were measured using questionnaires designed for this research. The Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale and the Parenting Stress Inventory-Short Form were used to measure parents’ feelings of depression and stress. 

Results:

Parenting stress, depression and guilt were negatively correlated with maternal self-efficacy. Maternal self-efficacy was not correlated with knowledge. Agency was positively correlated with maternal self-efficacy. Agency and autism knowledge were positively correlated. There was a negative correlation between agency and guilt. Knowledge and stress were not correlated. Using hierarchical regression, a model was created which accounted for 40% of the variance in maternal-efficacy: time since the child’s diagnosis, the presence of another child with a disability, parenting stress, agency, and guilt all accounted for unique variance in predicting self-efficacy. 
Conclusions:

Mothers in this sample reported elevated depressive symptoms and parenting stress, suggesting that they may benefit from supportive intervention addressing maternal well-being. It may be important to address a mother’s depressive symptoms before involving her in parenting interventions, as it is possible that having high levels of depressive symptoms may interfere with her ability to be involved. Parents with children with autism spectrum disorders may benefit from empowering them to adopt more effective behaviours, and from parent-centered support groups as well as individual psychotherapy if indicated.  
