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PARENTS OF CHILDREN WITH DISABILITY AND STIGMATIZATION OF 
FAMILIES OF PERSONS WITH AUTISM

INTRODUCTION

Results of different studies point to conclusion that stigma is oriented not only 
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of illness could rub off onto family members. Such stereotypes can lead to discrimination 

Study results point to differences in stigmatizing different family roles. Exploring 

are thought of as having probability that symptoms of illness could rub off onto them. 
To differences in the structure of stigma toward different family members point the 

autism and of persons with schizophrenia in Serbia. Compared to siblings of persons 
with autism parents are thought of as being more responsible for the begining of illness 

thought of as being more prone to be contaminated by illness and as family members 

stigmatized. Family members in families of a person with mental illness or disability may 

assessed reported about impoverished relationships with friends and the extended 

way in which parents of children with disability perceive the families of children with 

expected to.
So the survey was carried out aimed to establish if parents of children with disability 
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are the constructs of the scale connected to demographic variables and to selfvaluated 

attitudes among the parents of children with disability. Therefore we compared the 
results of these study with the results of studies about the intensity and the structure 

METHOD

Sample and procedure

Gender Age Education Knowledge about autism

F
Elem. and 

second
High High

N 35 39

%

The majority of the sample assessed was parents of children with intellectual 

moderate intellectual disability and 5 of children with severe intellectual disability). 
Six participants were parents of children with autism (associated with intellectual 

was parents of children with autism we held their life situation as similar to those of 
parents of children with intellectual disability. So we held the sample as homogenous.

Instrument

measure stigma aimed at family members of a person with mental illness. The original 

education and ethnicity. 

person with ASD. Each participant had to read four vignettes presenting various family 
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which appeared severely disrupted his life.

family members would vary depending on the role they play in relation to the affected 

construct was calculated.

four is a neutral response (neither agrees or disagrees). A higher score in each item 
indicates a higher level of parent or sibling stigmatization.

Statistical analysis

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

. Descriptive statistics of the 
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The mean values for these variables exceed the neutral point. The same structure of 

Sample 1 Sample 2 Sample 3

Contamination

Pity

of people with schizophrenia). 

different structure of stigmatization of relatives of persons suffering of schizophrenia. 

accepted the stereotype about incompetence more often and expressed stronger 

face validity of the constructs of these studies could indicate that stereotypes which 

depriving and tendency of avoidance) were more stigmatizing compared to stereotypes 
which the participants of studies in Serbia (the probability of contamination by 
symptoms and the feeling of pity). 

Although there are no differences in results of this study (with parents of children 
with disability as participants) and the studies with samples of general public in Serbia 

expressed stronger tendency to feel pity for parents and siblings of autistic children and 
stronger acceptance of the stereotype about contamination in comparison to members 
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Contamination

Pity 7 7

of illness
Contamination

Pity

of illness
Sample 3 Contamination

Pity

of illness

of people with schizophrenia). 

 The result pointing to the same structure of stigmatizing stereotypes in parents 
of children with disability and the members of general public could be interpreted as 

various samples of participants accept these notions in different way. Higher scores 

of disturbances of family dynamics and of intertwining of family subsystems while 

samples regarding the stereotype about contamination could be explained in such 

about diversity and inferiority of certain group members. Survey results point that 
the tendency to feel pity is the strongest tendency in attitudes toward persons with 

of pity among parents of children with disability compared to persons of general public 
could be explained by stronger empathy instead of higher degree of stigmatization (see 
Table 3).

Aiming at comparison of results of this study and studies with samples of general 
public we added three answers in which participants in different degrees disagree with 
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percent values reveal even bigger differences between parents of children with 
disability and members of general public (see Table 3).

of general public. The same goes for opinion that family members of persons with 
autism should be pitied.

In comparison to members of general public parents of children with disability 

strengthened sense of responsibility for the child. 

for the statements about contamination and the pity among members of general public in 

to the tendency to hide the existence of socially undesirable attitudes. Also almost one 
third of the sample of members of general public have neutral answers for statements 
about the competence of relatives of persons with autism and about tendency to avoid 
them. Lower percent of neutral answers among parents of children with disability 

of the life situation of families of persons suffering of autism.

 

Pair
Responsibility Deterioration Friendship

Z p Z p Z p

- -

- - - -

- -

- -

- -
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more parents than siblings and more father than mother. Such a result perhaps may be 
attributed to culturally conditioned attitude that fathers are responsible for holding 

father more than to brother. Participants also hold opinion that fathers of persons with 

are to be blamed more for the beginning of autism. Regarding all other constructs of 

schizophrenia members of general public hold opinions that in comparison to siblings 

with results of earlier studies exploring stigmatization of families of persons with 

the fact that in rearing the child with disability parents often lean on other children in 
family. For the sample of general public neither differences in stigmatizing mother and 
father nor differences in stigmatizing sister and brother of persons with autism were 

members of general public hold opinion that in comparison to fathers mothers are more 
subjected to contamination and should be more pitied while fathers are thought of as 

Inter-correlations of FSQ variables

Blame for 
onset of 
illness

Contami- 
nation

Blame for 
deterioration 

of illness
Shame

Lack of 
competence

Avoidance

deterioration 
of illness

Father 0,456** 0,381**

0,359**
0,293*

Sister 0,312*
-0,298*

Shame Father 
-0,326*

competence
Father 0,414** 0,286*
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Blame for 
onset of 
illness

Contami- 
nation

Blame for 
deterioration 

of illness
Shame

Lack of 
competence

Avoidance

0,530** 0,369**
0,276* 0,490**

Sister 0,293* 0,451**
Avoidance Father 0,268* 0,391**

0,269* 0,444**
0,288* 0,608**

Sister 0,512**
Pity Father 0,320* -0,349**

0,364**
0,451*

but inter-correlated constructs of stigmatizations of families with a person suffering 
from autism. 

of parents about well-being of child with disability and the fear that the child of typical 

 For the estimation of roles of parents correlations between construct of probability 
of contamination and the opinion that parents should be ashamed were negative and 

to what degree the stereotype about probability of contamination is stigmatizing. 

beginning of illness and for the relapse and the opinion about incompetence in 

relatives of persons with autism should be avoided.

incompetence) and avoidant behaviors (which such stereotypes can justify). Stereotypes 
of attributing responsibility and opinion that family members should be ashamed 
justify the tendency of avoidance and lead to discrimination. Inter-correlations point 
to opinions that parents of children with autism if prone to be contaminated should 

avoided. Tendency to avoid father of child with autim is connected to opinion about his 

avoid mother is connected to opinion that she should be ashamed. 
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of general public. Such a correlation could point to need to answer in socially acceptable 

of contamination and pity (see discussion in chapter Intensity and structure of 
stigmatizing stereotypes).

Interaction of FSQ constructs and socio-demographic variables

Differences according to gender
fathers of children with autism are more dedicated to raising the child than fathers 

parents of children with autism should be ashamed and that all family members of 

the position of the mother and that they attribute more responsibility to her for child 

study exploring stigmatization of persons suffering of psychiatric disorders (Corrigan 

Differences according to age were not established for the sample of parents of 

for the item of pity for all family members of persons with autism were the highest in 

Differences according to the level of knowledge about autism

Differences according to level of education between parents of children with 

with higher level of education are less prone to hold opinion that parents were 

indicates that more educated participants are less inclined to support stereotype about 
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The results indicate that education is one of the factors which establish the degree 

wether longer process of education induces more positive attitudes or the persons 
holding more positive attitudes have stronger cognitive needs.

Limitations

The sample was a convenient sample of parents who already were connected 

this study provides us with interesting insight in the area of stigmatization of families 

a concept that has been surprisingly under researched. Future studies should expand 
this line of study.

CONCLUSION

Comparison of results of results of this study and the results of study comparing 
stigma towards families of persons with autism in the sample of general public of Serbia 
establishes the same structure of stigma among members of general public and parents 
of children with disability. Participants of the two samples in the highest degree held 
opinions that relatives of persons with autism could be easily contaminated and that 

intellectual disability being worse in interpersonal functioning and in coping behaviors 
(compared to parents of children of normal development) and being more prone to be 

of the two samples accept the constructs of pity and contamination in different way. 

empathy and the construct of contamination in the context of possible disturbances 

of care about children as primary source of personal self among parents of children 
with intellectual disability. Authors hold opinion that with aid of personal counseling 
these parents should pass from family-orientation to self-orientation. Another line of 
arguing emphasizes that parents of children with intellectual disability through coping 

Having in mind possible ambiguity of stigmatizing opinions which parents of 

constructs of the scale for measuring stigma emerges.
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