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Macro Data

1 in 5 children has a 
special needs diagnosis 

(physical, mental, 
behavioral)

1 in 4 families are 
affected by special needs

<13% of families raising a 
child with special needs 

receive care within a 
Well-Functioning system

45% of families 
encounter Ongoing 

Frustrations accessing 
services

Caregiver impact: 
• 70% report increased physical 

strain
• 61% experience higher levels 

of depression

53 Million adults identify 
as caregivers to someone 

with special needs



Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): 
Diagnosis Rates

1 in 150 (2000)
1 in 88 (2008)

1 in 59 (2014)
1 in 36 (2020)

1 in 31 (2025)



The Challenge of 
Health Care Access

• A daunting task
• Support services are an even 

greater challenge to access
• Lack of providers
• 1 in 3 parents report 

psychological distress



The Trauma of 
Diagnosis

• Obtaining an ASD diagnosis 
typically takes year and often 
longer
• Stressors leading up to the 
point of diagnosis include:

• Navigating healthcare 
systems

• Time management
• Uncertainty



Diagnosis as 
Trauma

• Receiving a special needs 
diagnosis can be categorized 
as a traumatic event
• Experienced emotions are 
commensurate with trauma
• Cumulative stressors and 
increased demands can 
contribute to the 
development of traumatic 
stress and even stress 
disorders
• Isolation is a primary 
challenge



Behaviors:
The Ultimate Stressor

• Public displays of negative behaviors 
exacerbate embarrassment and stigma for 
parents

• Behaviors associated with ASD correlate 
with anxiety and depression in parents

• Anxiety and depression is higher in parents 
of children with ASD compared to other 
disorders



Behavioral 
Distinctives

• Boys’ changes in mood are correlated to 
parental levels of depression

• Girls’ socially isolating behaviors are 
associated with parental depression

• Girls’ impulsive behaviors are significantly 
linked to parental anxiety



• Families must learn not 
only to adapt to the child 

with special needs, but also 
adapt to each other in the 
context of the changes and 
challenges that the family 

system experiences
• The child with special 
needs is not the only one 

that changes but the entire 
family system



Impacts on Moms

• Married mothers report greater marital 
tension and conflict

• Single mothers experience increase 
demands as a single parent

• BOTH experience guilt and feelings of 
inadequacy as a parent or partner or both



Marital Adjustment:
The Determining Factor
• Marital adjustment is the determining 
factor that predicts a couple's ability to 
cope with the stress of raising a child 
with ASD/special needs
• Marital adjustment is the ability to 
adapt relationally to each other amidst 
the challenges and stressors of raising 
their child with ASD/special needs



Structural Family 
Therapy (SFT)

• SFT has shown to produce a 50% 
increase in marital adjustment

• SFT helps reduce parental stress 
by 1/3



Siblings

• Siblings are often 
overlooked but are 
important to family 
functioning
• Siblings are definitively 
impacted  having a brother 
or sister with ASD as they are 
exposed to the same 
stressors as parents



Siblings
• The specific needs of siblings can be 
overlooked as attention shifts to caring 
for the child with ASD
• When parents recognize and cultivate 
the relationship with their typical 
children the result is often siblings that 
experience feeling:

• More secure within the family system
• Respected
• Informed
• Involved



Sibling Benefits

• Typical siblings develop 
relational skills specific to 
their sibling relationship

• Typical siblings are innovative 
in navigating social settings in 
the context of their sibling 
bond

• The relationship between 
typical and ASD siblings can 
be closer than expected



A Shift

Many studies correlate parental stress with 
coping strategies versus the impact of 

parental stress with marital satisfaction



A Shift and Hallmark 
Discovery

• Many studies correlate parental stress 
with coping strategies versus the impact of 
parental stress with marital satisfaction
• Fathers note parental stress related to 

marital factors

• Mothers note their parental stress 
correlated to their child’s behaviors



Tylenol and Autism: 
Correlation vs. Causation



Conclusion

• Autism continues to be a 
prevalent neurodivergent 
diagnosis

• Based on the recent trend 
diagnoses will likely continue 
to increase

• The demand for services and 
support is overwhelming and 
will only increase as well



Conclusion
• The impacts of an ASD diagnosis 

are profound and immediately 
impacting

• The emotions experienced by 
parents when receiving a special 
needs diagnosis are associated 
with trauma and can lead to 
traumatic stress symptoms and 
even stress disorders

• The stress experienced by parents 
is related to the overwhelming 
demands placed upon them to 
care for the child with special 
needs as they attempt to balance 
other life and family demands

• Child behaviors are a dominant 
stressor for parents impacting 
both their coping mechanisms 
and the marital relationship



Conclusion

• As families struggle to cope with the 
stresses and demands of raising a 
child with special needs the need for 
awareness, inclusion, and 
accommodation will continue

• Specialized therapeutic strategies and 
interventions are needed to better 
support families affected by ASD 

• Focusing on both parents, as well as 
the marriage relationship and not 
solely on parenting strategies, will 
bolster resilience and marital 
adjustment in families affected by 
ASD
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Contact & Connect

specialneedsmarriage@gmail.com

www.walkingwithkaydan.com 

www.specialneedsfamilyinstitute.com 

mailto:specialneedsmarriage@gmail.com
http://www.walkingwithkaydan.com/
http://www.specialneedsfamilyinstitute.com/
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