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The Role of Attachment Style in Relation to Parental Stress among Mothers of Children
with Mental Retardation and Mothers of Children with Dual Disorder

Meytal Avikasis

Abstract

Background: Children with mental retardation or mental disorder require ongoing care of
parents for decades. Many studies have shown that parental stress among parents of children
with mental retardation is higher than among parents of children with typical development.
The parents of children with mental retardation experience more negative feelings such as
anxiety and depression.

One of the cognitive models of the formation of parental stress is the ABCX model. This
model holds that parental stress is due to do the factors A (a stressful event, such as raising a
child with mental retardation), B (family resources, such as family support or quality of
marriage), C (the meaning the family gives the event, such as guilt, or the way the family
views the situation created by the catastrophe) which lead to X (i.e., the result of all the above
is parental pressure). Studies have confirmed the model's assumptions that parental stress is
related to a stressful event (A), but the degree of parental stress depends on the strength of
existing family resources (B). In other words, family resources such as high-quality marriage
or widespread support could reduce the degree of stress experienced.

In addition, the intensity of parental stress factors also depends on C. Thus, the perception of
having a retarded child as a catastrophic event contributes to increased parental stress.

A common phenomenon among children with mental retardation is a dual disorder, which is
any mental disorder in addition to mental retardation. Research has shown that parental stress
among parents of children with dual disorder is higher than that of parents with just mental
retardation. But there has not been research comparing these two groups of parents in the
context of the ABCX model.

With this in mind, the purpose of this study is to examine the differences in parental stress
between mothers of children with mental retardation and mothers of children with a dual
disorder based on the ABCX model. In addition, prior research findings have shown that there
is a connection between the parent's attachment style and the level of parental stress, such that
the "unsafe™ attachment style is associated with a higher degree of parental stress. Therefore,
we concluded it is necessary to add the variable "attachment style' to the elements of the

ABCX model, checking the degree to which it contributes to parental pressure.



Such a study adds to existing knowledge about the model and explains how attachment style
fits the ABCX model.

In this light, the main research hypotheses we will show in this study are:

1. Mothers of children with a dual disorder will experience higher pressure relative to mothers
of children with mental retardation only.

2. There is a connection between the mother's attachment style and the degree of parental
pressure that is experienced; mothers with "certain" attachment style will experience more
moderate stress than mothers with "unsafe™ attachment style.

3. There is a positive relationship between the definition of a disaster situation and the
parental pressure such that the more the parent defines the situation as more catastrophic, the
great the degree of parental pressure that will be felt.

4. Mothers of children with a dual disorder will define the situation as catastrophic more often
than mothers of children with mental retardation only.

Method: The study population included 39 mothers of children with mental retardation and 46
mothers of children with a dual disorder. The ages of the children ranged from twelve to
twenty-one. This sample was taken from two special education schools in the Haifa area. The
mothers were asked to fill out questionnaires that measure the degree of parental stress, guilt,
cognitive assessment, marital relationship, family support, and attachment style.

Findings: The findings of this study were consistent with the ABCX model and with prior
results that in general mothers of children with a dual disorder experience greater parental
pressure. It also found that there is a positive relationship between the degree of definition and
extent of a situation as catastrophic and parental pressure. Furthermore, it was found that the
degree of definition of the situation as catastrophic was higher among mothers of children
with dual disorder. Another finding showed that mothers with the "unsafe" attachment style
experience greater parental stress.

Main conclusions: The "unsafe" attachment style, the perception of the situation as
catastrophic, and the existence of a dual disorder are variables that increase parental stress.
Also, it seems that attachment style and cognitive factors have a central role in influencing
parental pressure. So as to develop treatments to reduce stress in such parents, there is a need
to take these variables into account.

Finally, we recommend to take into account theories of intervention based on improving
cognitive aspect of coping with the parent child situation to improve the style of the mother's

attachment to her child.



The Role of Attachment Style in Relation to Parental
Stress among Mothers of Children with Mental
Retardation and Mothers of Children with Dual Disorder

By: Meytal Avikasis

Supervised by: Dr. Mark Gelkopf

THESIS SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE
REQUIREMENTS FOR THE MASTER DEGREE

University of Haifa
Faculty of Social Welfare & Health Sciences
Department of Community Mental Health

November , 2009





