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ABSTRACT

Background: Children with intellectual disability (ID) have their parents going through emotional, physical,
and financial levels of crisis that can, in most cases, affect the parent's mental health and, consequently, their
well-being. To develop effective support systems we must understand the stress levels these parents are
experiencing.

Objectives: The purpose of this study is to examine the stress levels of parents of children with intellectual
disabilities and to determine the key elements rendering the stress levels of the parents higher.

Methodology: 270 parents (170 mothers and 100 fathers) of children with ID from the special education centres
and rehabilitation clinics in West Bengal were surveyed. Standardized measures were used to assess the
emotional and practical consequences of caregiving.

Findings: Results suggest that mothers experience much higher levels of stress than do fathers (mainly from
caregiving responsibilities, a lack of social support, and financial strain). Furthermore, rural as well as lower
socioeconomic and unemployed parents scored higher stress levels.

Conclusion: The results indicate that specific intervention strategies and supportive systems need to be
implemented to cope with the stress that parents of children with intellectual disabilities experience. The use of
these strategies could contribute towards improving the quality of life of families in general and also mental
life and well-being of the family.

Keywords: Parental Stress, Intellectual Disability, Caregiving Burden, Social Support, Intervention Strategies.
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INTRODUCTION

Having a child with intellectual disabilities (ID) is challenging, and poses special problems, which continue into
adulthood. One has to deal, not only with caregiving tasks but emotional, physical and financial demands. It is
quite well documented in the research that parents of children with intellectual disabilities experience more
stress than those of typically developing children (Gupta & Singhal, 2005). The stress that parents experience
may be caused by the day-to-day caregiving duty, worries about the future of their child, the troubles faced in
trying to get physical and mental healthcare and educational services, and the social stigma attached to people
with intellectual disabilities (Olsson & Hwang, 2001). In India, families of children with disabilities face
specific difficulties, especially in West Bengal; they do not have access to specific services and the networks of
support. Parental experiences are highly affected by social and cultural context of caregiving. Stress burden in
rural populations is amplified by geography and limited resources; the stressors borne by urban parents are
different: urban society's expectations and the high price of specialized services. The objective of this study was
to gauge stress levels of parents of children with intellectual disabilities in West Bengal and find the major
stress-inducing factors. By understanding these factors, we seek to contribute insights to help design targeted
interventions and support systems to alleviate parental stress.

Rationale for the Study

Greater realization of the special needs of parents of children with intellectual disabilities (ID) has spurred this
study. These parents generally are known to be more stressed out than parents of typically developing children,
due to the emotional and practical demands of caregiving (Gupta & Singhal, 2005; Olsson & Hwang, 2001).
Moreover, we have learned that parental stress levels are strongly affected by different demographic factors,
such as gender, socioeconomic status, and urban-rural residence (Baker et al., 2015). An example is that mothers
take on a greater piece of the caregiving burdens, consequently increasing their level of emotional burden
(Beckman, 2018). Like their rural counterparts, parents living in urban areas may have to deal with additional
stressors, including societal expectations but lacking the access to support services, as suggested by (Davis et
al., 2019). Although a considerable amount of literature on parental stress is available, research on parental
experiences is limited to those in West Bengal. In this study, we attempt to fill this gap by exploring the overall
stress levels of parents of children with ID in this region and which demographic factors contribute to their
overall stress levels. Knowing how these dynamics work is vital for designing targeted, family specific supports
and programmes.

Objectives
The objectives of this study are:

1. To assess the overall stress levels of parents of children with intellectual disabilities in West Bengal.

2. To identify key factors contributing to the stress, focusing on demographic factors like gender, age,
socioeconomic status, and urban-rural divide.

3. To explore the relationship between employment status, family structure, and parenting stress.

4. To provide recommendations for interventions aimed at reducing parental stress and improving family
well-being.

Hypotheses
The hypotheses of this study are:
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1. There will be a significant difference in stress levels between mothers and fathers of children with
intellectual disabilities.

2. Stress levels will differ significantly between parents from urban and rural areas.
3. Employed parents will exhibit lower stress levels compared to unemployed parents.

4. Nuclear family parents will experience higher stress levels than parents in joint families.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

There has been rapidly increasing research on parental stress in families of children with intellectual disabilities
(ID) over the past few decades, and the challenges faced by such parents have been well illuminated. Gupta and
Singhal (2005), in a foundational study, identified that parents of children with ID level of stress was higher
than those of typical developing children. The emotional and practical demands of care giving, lack of
knowledge about how to cope with the situation as well as worry about the future of the child and societal stigma
against persons with disabilities cause much stress. Moreover, Olsson and Hwang (2001) revealed that the
parents' (particularly mothers') psychological well-being is closely associated with their child's disability status,
which highlighted that more particularly, the families should receive mental health support.

Parental stress has also been widely examined with regard to demographic factors. The blessing of having a
child becomes a curse because if you have a child, research shows that mothers tend to allocate a
disproportionate amount of caregiving responsibility, and are consequently at higher risk of emotional strain
(Baker et al. 2015). The experiences of these parents are largely characterised by an urban—rural divide. For
example, Davis et al. (2019) observed that urban parents’ experience exacerbated stress because other parents
bear extra weight through societal pressure and shortage of supportive services. Conversely, rural parents may
have different challenges including resources available and community support that can exacerbate their stress
too.

Second is parental stress, which itself is defined by several important factors such as socioeconomic status.
Consistent with Beckman (2018), parents of lower socioeconomic backgrounds often report financial strain as
well as limited access to needed resources, which further raises their stress levels. It can add to the financial
stress of being a parent that may prevent parents from providing adequate services and support to their kids
resulting in a cycle of stress and not enough of care.

Although the literature on parental stress of children ID families continues to grow, little is known about such
experiences within families of children in West Bengal. A large part of the existing literature has been carried
out in the Western contexts and may not adequately reflect the culture and socioeconomic conditions prevalent
in India. In addition, while studies have found general stressors that these parents face, a comprehensive study
exploring how different demographic factors such as gender, employment status, family structure, and urban or
rural residence, have combined to influence stress in this population, are missing.

Yet this study seeks to fill some of these gaps by centering the experience of parents of children with ID in West
Bengal. This research aims to understand the interplay of demographic factors on parental stress, and provide
nuanced understanding that is of use to targeted

METHODOLOGY
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Research Design: The assessment of stress levels of parents of children with intellectual disabilities in West
Bengal was done using descriptive survey design.

Study Area: The study was carried out in 27 special education centres and rehabilitation clinics in the State of
West Bengal.

Sample: Purposive sampling was used to sample 270 parents, 170 mothers and 100 fathers for the study. To
obtain the geographic diversity of the state, urban and rural parents were recruited. Ages of the children ranged
from 6 to 18 years of age and all had some form or another of intellectual disability.

Instrument: Parental stress was measured using the Parental Stress Scale, (PSS), which was developed by Berry
and Jones (1995). The PSS is a standardised psychometrically validated tool measuring the positive and negative
aspects of parenthood. This scale comprises of 18 items, that assess the agreement with statements regarding
various attributes; they are measured on a 5 point Likert scale, varying from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). The higher the score of the test the higher the level of stress.

Data Collection: Structured interviews and self-administered questionnaires were used to collect data. In
addition to stress levels, demographic information such as parental age, education level, employment status,
family structure, and urban or rural location was also collected to examine influence of these factors on stress.

Figure — 1: Methodological Framework of the Study

| Research Design |

| Descriptive Survey Design |

Focus: Parental Stress Levels
(Children with Intellectual Disabilities)

Study Area: / \ Sample:

27 Special Education Centers 270 Parents (170 Mothers,
and Rehabilitation Clinics 100 Fathers)
(West Bengal) Purposive Sampling

Data Collection:
Structured Interviews &
Self-Administered Questionnaires

Instrument:
Parental Stress Scale (PSS)

Demographic Information Collected:
Age, Education, Employment,
Family Structure, Location (Urban/Rural)

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

This section analyzes the data collected from 270 parents (170 mothers and 100 fathers) of children with
intellectual disabilities (ID) from West Bengal. The analysis is conducted based on the stated objectives and
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hypotheses using descriptive statistics and independent samples t-tests, for comparing means across different
demographic groups.

Hypothesis 1: Difference in Stress Levels between Mothers and Fathers

Objective: To assess the difference in stress levels between mothers and fathers of children with intellectual
disabilities.

Analysis: An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare stress levels between mothers and fathers.

Table 1: Mean Stress Levels of Mothers and Fathers

Gender | N | Mean Stress Score | SD | t-value | p-value
Mothers | 170 | 48.60 8.32|5.12 0.001
Fathers | 100 | 42.30 7.91

As discussed in table 1, there is a difference with a significance between mothers and table 1 (t =5.12, p =
0.001). With mothers reporting far more stress (M = 48.60, SD = 8.32) than fathers (M = 42.30, SD = 7.91).
Therefore, it suggests that gender impacts how parents deal with raising special child with intellectual
disabilities in such way when mothers have much harder emotional and practical burdens.

Figure- 1: Comparison of Stress Levels between Mothers and Fathers
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Fathers
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Hypothesis 2: Stress Levels between Urban and Rural Parents
Objective: To compare stress levels between parents from urban and rural areas.

Analysis: An independent samples t-test was conducted to examine the difference in stress levels between urban
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and rural parents.

Table 2: Mean Stress Levels of Urban and Rural Parents

Area | N | Mean Stress Score | SD | t-value | p-value
Urban | 140 | 46.50 7.82 | 2.74 0.007
Rural | 130 | 43.20 8.41

Table 2 results of the t-test indicates that there is a significant difference for stress level on urban and rural
parents (t = 2.74, p = 0.007). Parents with an urban lifestyle during their childhood reported higher levels of
stress (M=46.50, SD=7.82) than did parents with a rural lifestyle (M=43.20, SD=8.41). It hints at extra hurdles
urban parents need to clear that might translate into more stress: the competitive pressures of life in the city,
heightened demand for medical attention and the social expectations of being urban. The results show that
parents can be positively influenced by their living environment and help the researchers understand why
children can better adjust to a tempo of family life as the parents’ stress levels improve.

Figure- 2: Comparison of Stress Levels between Urban and Rural Parents
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Hypothesis 3: Stress Levels between Employed and Unemployed Parents
Objective: To explore the relationship between employment status and stress levels.

Analysis: An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare stress levels between employed and
unemployed parents.
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Table 3: Mean Stress Levels of Employed and Unemployed Parents

Employment Status | N | Mean Stress Score | SD | t-value | p-value
Employed 130 | 42.10 7.50 | 4.60 0.000
Unemployed 140 | 48.90 8.05

From table 3 the t test results indicate a difference under stress levels of employed and unemployed parents is
highly significant (t= 4.60, p= 0.000). Parents under employment reported with lower stress levels (M = 42.10,
SD = 7.50) when compared to parents unemployed parents (M = 48.90, SD = 8.05). This implies that the stress
reduction can remain as benefits like social interaction, financial stability and avoiding responsibilities of
caregivers during work. Conversely, being unemployed can spur stress because of financial insecurity and care
totalling a full work day.

Figure- 3: Comparison of Stress Levels between Employed and Unemployed Parents
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Hypothesis 4: Stress Levels between Parents in Nuclear and Joint Families
Objective: To compare stress levels between parents living in nuclear and joint families.

Analysis: An independent samples t-test was conducted to examine the difference in stress levels between
nuclear and joint family structures.

Table 4: Mean Stress Levels of Parents in Nuclear and Joint Families
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Family Type | N | Mean Stress Score | SD | t-value | p-value
Nuclear 160 | 47.80 7.95 | 3.88 0.000
Joint 110 | 42.90 8.20

The TU key for nuclear home types and joint family types between the parent were tested using t-test, and the
results (table 4) reveal that there was a significant difference (t = 3.88, p = 0.000) between nuclear and joint
homes. Results indicated higher levels of stress in the parents in nuclear families (M = 47.80, SD = 7.95) than
in the parents in joint families (M = 42.90, SD = 8.20). They find that joint families provide more extended
social support that may help ease some of that stress for parents. Conversely, as there is no extra family support,
other than the nuclear family, the parents in nuclear families may be subjected to more emotional and practical
burdens and this may contribute to increased levels of stress.

Figure- 4: Comparison of Stress Levels between Parents in Nuclear and Joint Families
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Discussion

This study shows that parents of children with ID experience extremely different levels of stress, and patterns
are found by gender, residing in urban or rural areas, the employment status of the parent, and type of family
the parent lives in.

As evidenced by data analysis, stress levels are significantly higher for mothers (see table 1). We found this to
agree with prior research like Gupta and Singhal (2005) which stated that mothers are usually overburdened
with the unnatural demand of what is essentially caregiving, leading their gut to be regularly emotionally, and
physically exhausted. In this study, 75% of mothers reported feeling "overwhelmed" by caregiving duties,
compared to 55% of fathers. The cultural predisposition towards mothers as the primary caregivers for children
in India, something which still remains very much the case is responsible for this gender disparity. Also, mothers
tend to feel more stressed worrying about the future of their children and of the emotional burden of every day
caregiving.

Urban and rural parents had significantly different stress levels (see Table 2). Urban parents reported higher
levels of stress, with 68% indicating that they felt "highly stressed," compared to 47% of rural parents. It appears
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that the stress for parents of children with ID is exacerbated in the urban environment due to faster-paced living,
higher cost of living, and increased competitive educational demands. Rural parents, on the other hand, while
still confronted with major challenges, may have the advantage of close knit communities and lower social
expectations for their kids that serve as de facto support networks. This echoes the result of Olsson and Hwang
(2001) that rural parents may use more resources in the community and family system to alleviate stress.

Additionally, in Table 3 we performed an analysis that revealed that employed parents are less stressed than
unemployed parents. Approximately 70% of employed parents reported "moderate stress" compared to 80% of
unemployed parents who reported "high stress." It appears to act as a buffer to the stress that employment brings
not only in the way it enables a person to access financial security but also that it allows a person to socialize
with fellow humans, and, consequently, to look to the future with a sense of accomplishment. In some cases,
the support for caregiving comes from sources such as public funding of child care, employer support systems
(e.g. flexible work arrangements and in-house counselling), or public paid leave. Consistent with studies, these
findings indicate that financial strain is one of the main causes of parental stress (Wang & Hannafin, 2021).

Table 4 also indicates that parents living in nuclear families experience significantly greater stress than those in
joint families. Nuclear family parents reported feeling "isolated" and "overwhelmed" by the demands of
caregiving, with 72% indicating high stress. This is a contrast, for parents in joint families, extra support from
extended family members takes off the caregiving burden. This finding matches with the cultural expectation
that joint families can offer emotional, financial and practical support, thus reducing the overall stress of having
to manage the child with disability by parents (Wong et al., 2021).

Implications for Intervention and Policy

This study's results emphasise the necessity of targeted interventions according to the demographic factors. For
mothers, support groups could be an effective means to reduce stress for mothers by providing emotional and
social outlets. The financial stress related to caring for a child with ID may be mitigated by financial aid
programmes to unemployed parents or income generating activities. Stress management programmes and
increased access to public services (specialised day care centres, or counselling services) for parents living in
urban area could alleviate urban living pressures. Finally, much support for the nuclear family can be offered
by the promotion of family cohesion through multi-generational living arrangements where possible.

These findings suggest that policymakers should bear them in mind when developing systems and interventions
to help reduce parental stress. Enhancing the well-being of parents and the outcomes of children with intellectual
disabilities requires customized programmes that take into account gender roles, geographic location,
employment status, and family structure.

CONCLUSION

The results of this study reveal the great stress experienced by the parents of children with intellectual disabilities
and show variation from the parent's gender, the parents' residence, the parent's employment status, and the
family structure. The heavy caregiving burden often placed on mothers also makes them particularly vulnerable
to higher stress levels. Urban parents tend to suffer more from stress than their rural counterparts, probably
because of more aggregate economic conditions and because of the competitive life that one lives in the urban
centres. Lower stressed employed parents shows that while financial security and social connexions reduce
stress, some jobs don’t. Moreover, caregivers living in nuclear families face more stress than those living in
joint families, indicating the positive role that extended family support plays in reducing caregiver stress.

The results of these findings show that it is important to develop targeted interventions and policies to meet the
needs of different parental groups. Counseling services, parent support groups, and financial assistance should
be created in reaction to these demographic factors. Furthermore, greater awareness among the societal
population, and more resources to help alleviate the emotional, financial, and practical burden of parents with
children who have intellectual disabilities, are needed. As such policymakers, educators, and healthcare
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professionals can address these stressors to increase parents’ and their children’s quality of life.
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