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ABSTRACT
The current study was designed to explore the family functioning and stress in rural people 
having children with autism in district Lahore villages during 2020. The rural people are known 
to be having arrogant behavior due to illiteracy, followers of traditionalism and unawareness. 
It was hypothesized that children of farming people with autism have moderate level of family 
functioning; mothers of children with autism have better family functioning than fathers; there 
was a significant difference in family functioning and stress of parents of children with autism. 
The total sample was comprised of 80 parents (40 fathers and 40 mothers) from local villages 
of district Lahore who have children with autism. Family assessment device (FAD) was used to 
measure family functioning of parents and parental stress was measured by Autism Parenting 
Stress Index (APSI). The data was analyzed using sample paired t test, correlation coefficient, 
and one way ANOVAs. Family functioning of parents living in rural areas was significantly 
different in relation to severity of autism. There is no significant difference in family functioning 
of both parents due to family income. There is no difference in fathers’ and mothers’ family 
functioning. Mothers were likely to be more stressed than fathers. 
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INTRODUCTION
Family system is an extremely important part of child 
development. Children in a positive environment are 
more likely to exhibit positive developmental outcomes 
(Webb and Harden, 2003). Martensen and Gronholdt 
(2008) found that not only family has its impact on 
children but children’s role within the family system is 
also of equal importance. Children with autism also 
have severe impact on whole family because the family 
is perceived to be a part of the disease (Ecker, 2010).
For families with a child diagnosed with autism, having 
any impairment in the family member means the whole 
family is impaired (Seltzer et al., 2001).
Awareness of farming families regarding knowledge 
about the health has been observed to be quite low 
and they normally use simple or traditional approaches 
to gain related knowledge. One of the critical factors 
was education level (Ecker, 2010).Although all family 
members, including parents and siblings suffer due to 
the disability of their relative but studies suggest that 
parents suffer more than siblings as parents also try to 
aid siblings to live with a sibling with autism, including 
their safety, maintenance of their relationship with 
their affected sibling (Hutton and Caron, 2005). All 
sufferings and problems tackled by parents of children 
with autism reduce their family functioning (Perry et 
al., 2005). Larson (2006) stated that families of autistic 
children have impaired functioning and are more likely 

to be at risk of disconnection and unresponsiveness to 
all members’ need (Perry et al., 2005).
Family functioning includes all actions which help family 
members to interact with each other including tracking 
down goals, acceptance of family routines and activities 
the family engages in together so it can help parents 
to move normally in family activities (Preechawong 
et al., 2007). McMaster model of family functioning 
states that a high functioning family creates stability 
between the dimensions of behavior control, emotional 
communications and assigning roles and  also helps 
in problem solving and developing coping behaviors of 
its members (Sawant and Jethwani, 2010) which can 
improve mental well-being of parents and other family 
members (Boyraz and Saygar, 2011). Altiere and Von 
(2006) also stated that a well- functioning family not 
only creates healthy environment for children but also 
help in improving child’s disability. 
Many researches have focused parental stress as a 
risk factor to family functioning of parents of children 
with autism (Sikora et al., 2011; Rezendes and Scarpa, 
2011). Lyons et al. (2010) also explained the severity 
of child with autism as a most strongest and consistent 
predictor of stress among parents. Johnson et al. (2011) 
also compared parental stress and family functioning 
in the families of children with autism and findings 
suggest that higher family functioning is associated 
with low level of stress in parents of autistic children. An 
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etiological model, roller-coaster model, also explains 
how family functioning is affected by stress. This model 
represents the post crisis changes in family functioning 
(Pritzlaff, 2001). 
Autistic child’s behavior problem is second risk factor 
to family functioning of parents of children with autism 
(Ekas et al., 2010). Senechal and Pigeon (2009) have 
also explored that because of severity of the disability 
and complicated behavior of autistic children it becomes 
difficult to parent a child with autism which, as a result, 
reduces family functioning of parents (Weiss et al., 
2013). 
A third risk factor contributing to impair family functioning 
is financial challenges faced by parents of children 
with autism (Faddis, 2008). Diagnostic uncertainty, 
combined with increased financial problems, causes 
reduction in competencies of parents with autistic 
children (Brown, 2011). 
This study aimed to ascertain the level of family 
functioning in parents of village children with autism. It 
likewise determined the following: difference in family 
functioning due to family income and severity of autism, 
difference in stress due to family income and severity 
of autism.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participant and design
Participants of the study 80 parents (40 fathers and 
40 mothers) from local villages of district Lahore 
during 2020 who have children with autism. Purposive 
sampling technique was used for the identification of 
the parents of children with autism. One parent living 
abroad or distant excluded from the study. Children 
belonging to a single parent family or divorced family 
were excluded from the study. Parents having one 
child with autism and another with some other disability 
were also excluded.

Measures
In addition to the demographic form, following 
instruments were also used for data collection.

Family assessment device (FAD)
FAD is based on the McMaster Model of Family 
Functioning (MMFF). It measures level functioning 
among families. It consists of 6 subscales that assess 
the 6 dimensions of the MMFF - affective involvement, 
affective responsiveness, behavioral control, 
communication, problem solving, and roles. 7th 
subscale measuring general family functioning is also 
included in present study.  The measure consisted of 
60 statements about a family. The measure was based 
upon four responses that ranged from strongly agree 

to strongly disagree.FAD was translated into Urdu and 
the reliability of Urdu translated version of this scale for 
present study is α = 0.81 (Epstein et al.,1983).

Autism parenting stress index (APSI)
Autism parenting stress index measures parenting 
stress due to their child’s disability. APSI involves 
identification of stress because of behavioral, physical 
symptoms and future of the child. APSI was translated 
into Urdu and the reliability of Urdu translated version 
of this scale for present study is  = 0.80 (Silva and 
schalock, 2012). 

Procedure of data collection
Data selection procedure was started after taking 
consent from parents. Few mothers refused to 
participate in the study and few parents could not 
arrange meeting with the researcher. In final research, 
only 40 mothers and 40 fathers could be included 
due to restricting factors.  It took almost thirty minutes 
in interviewing each parent. Some parents were 
interviewed at their homes according to their feasibility. 
It took almost 2 months in collecting data of the present 
study.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The data shown Table 1 reveals that 87.5% fathers and 
90% mothers had medium level of family functioning. 
Both fathers (57.6%) and mothers (57.5%) experienced 
medium level of stress.
The data also shows Table 2 that severity of child’s 
disability is positively correlated with parental family 
functioning. Parental family functioning is positively 
correlated with all dimensions of family functioning 
and parental stress is not associated with any of the 
variables.
The comparison analysis given Table 3 shows no 
significant difference in fathers’ family functioning 
(M=2.74, SD=0.23) and mother’s family functioning 
(M=2.72, SD=0.18). Level of stress was significantly 
high in mothers (M=2.56, SD= 0.62) than in fathers (M 
= 2.42, SD = 0.59).
The results also shown significant difference in family 
functioning of parents in relation to level of disability. 
Parents of children with mild autism have high family 
functioning. It also show that stress level was higher 
in parents of children with severe autism but the 
difference is not significant (Table 4).
No significant difference was observed in family 
functioning due to family income. There was a 
significant difference in stress level due to income. 
Stress level was high in parents whose income was 
more than 25,000 (Table 5).
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Purpose of present study was to measure the family 
functioning of parents of children with autism. Study 
also examined the risk factors contributing to impair 
family functioning. 
Results of the present study showed that most of the 
parents had medium level of family functioning. This 
result is not consistent with the findings of Gau et al. 
(2012) that studied family functioning from the mothers’ 
perspective and found it below the norm. This finding 
is also not consistent with those of (Larson, 2006) 
who found low level of family functioning in parents of 
children with autism.
In current study no difference was found in family 
functioning of both parents. Lack of discrepancy 

between fathers’ and mothers’ ratings of family 
functioning can be positive. If parents come to an 
agreement regarding the family dynamics they are 
more likely to be able to work efficiently in raising a child 
with autism. This finding is consistent with the finding 
of Altiere and Von (2006) who stated no discrimination 
between fathers’ and mothers’ family functioning and 
considered it a good sign for the future of the child. 
The findings in the current study are not consistent 
with Krauss et al. (2003) results which indicates that  
others have better family functioning than fathers. The 
differences in the results can be due to Krauss’ research 
sample as his research was based on families with 
several childhood disorders instead of focusing only 
on autism. This suggests that when autism is weighed 
against other childhood disorders families are likely to 
be affected in a different way.
In the current study mothers were found more 
stressed than fathers and this result of present study 
is supported by other researchers (Ghanizadeh et al., 
2009) who reported stressful elements among mothers 

Table 1. Frequency of family functioning and stress of parents 

Parameters
Father Mother

Low Medium High Low Medium High
F % F % f % f % f % f %

Parental family functioning 0 0 35 87.5 5 12.5 0 0 36 90 4 10

Parental stress 11 27.5 23 57.6 6 15 8 20 23 57.5 9 22.5

Table 2. Relationship between study variables of parents and children with autism
Parameters 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1.	 Severity of disability -.18 .34* .09 .09 .25 .31 .23 .01 .07
2.	 Family income - -.13 .02 .13 -.24 .23 -.04 -.16 .33*
3.	 Parental family functioning - .75** .45* .46* .53** .55** .417* .15

Problem solving - .53** .33 .19 .11 .40* .08
Communication - .21 .05 -.23 .04 .12
Roles - -.06 .01 -.11 -.06
Affective responsiveness - .53** .25 .24
Affective involvement - .14 .12
Behavior control - .08

4.	 Parental stress -
** p<0.01* p<0.05

Table 3.Comparison of fathers’ and mothers’ family functioning and stress.

Parameters Father Mother t P
M SD M SD

Family functioning 2.74 0.23 2.72 0.18 -5.25 0.62
Stress 2.42 0.59 2.56 0.62 -2.04 0.05

Table 4. Difference in family functioning and stress of parents related to severity of child’s disability

Parameters
Mild Moderate Severe

f P
M SD M SD M SD

Parental family functioning 5.39 0.33 5.31 0.17 5.57 0.29 4.46 < 0.05
Parental stress 4.83 0.86 4.94 0.92 5.05 1.32 0.09 0.91

Table 5. Difference in family functioning and stress of   
              parents related to family income

Parameters
<25,000 >25,000

f P
M SD M SD

Parental family 
functioning 5.51 .33 5.43 .26 .65 .43

Parental stress 4.83 .86 4.94 .92 .04 .84
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were more evident than fathers of children with autism. 
As the study was conducted in rural areas of Pakistan 
and only the farming families were targeted, therefore 
it also found that mothers in the farming setup had 
high level of stress as compared to fathers and that 
stress in early childhood was lower than in middle and 
late childhood (Sabih and Sajid, 2008). This may be 
because in Pakistani culture males are expected to 
suppress their emotions in public. On the other hand 
women are more likely to express their emotions 
publically. 
Findings of the present study showed no significant 
difference in family functioning due to family income 
which is contrary to the previous researches. It might 
be also due to the fact that the research study consisted 
of rural respondents. Faddis (2008) and Brown (2011) 
revealed that parents of children with autism required 
more income in order to meet increased expenses 
due to their child’s disability. In the present study 
significant difference in stress due to income level of 
the farming families has been found. This also depicts 
that small farmers with marginal income have to face 
difficulties due to having child with autism. This result is 
consistent with the research of  Weiss et al. (2013) that 
depicted financial challenges and low income cause 
stress among mothers. This result is not consistent 
with the research of Pottie and Ingram (2008) who 
found no significant effect of income on parental stress. 
The differences in the results can be due to Pottie and 
Ingram’s research sample as his research was based 
on families of high socioeconomic status. 
Parents of children with mild autism had high family 
functioning. This finding is consistent with Ekas et al. 
(2010) who demonstrated that parents of children with 
severe autism had low family functioning. This can be 
because parents face many challenges due to their 
child’s behavior problem and as a result their efficacy 
is reduced.
 
CONCLUSIONS
It was concluded that children of parents with autism 
had medium level of family functioning and their family 
functioning can be improved by minimizing certain risk 
factors. In Pakistan, there has been little research on 
families of children with autism in order to measure 
family functioning that is based on McMaster family 
functioning model. The study also recommended that 
those farm families who have children with mild autism 
had high level of family functioning.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Results of the study recommend that it is important 
to investigate the components of McMaster family 
functioning model in the dynamics of Pakistani families 

who have children with autism. Rural areas being 
at distance from urban areas must be facilitated 
with better medical facilities related to autism. Small 
landholders must be supported financially so that they 
could provide their child suffering from autism with best 
medical facilities.
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