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Overview: At the time of publication, Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) affected 1 in 110 persons in the United States. Parents of children with ASD are under a great amount of stress that can affect their health. This study focused on understanding the relationship and impact of three factors for parents of children with ASD: parenting stress, support from family functioning, and health related quality of life (HRQL), which includes mental and physical health.

Method: Sample- 64 female and male partner parents of one or more children, ages 2-18 years old, with ASD, completed a set of web-based questionnaires regarding parenting stress, support from family functioning and HRQL (physical and mental). 
Results: Females’ caregiving stress was associated with lower physical health due to problems with bathing, dressing, and managing sleep issues. Men’s parenting stress was associated with a lack of time to exercise, impacting their physical health. Lower mental health was found for both males and females due to differing expectations or plans in how to deal with ASD. This differing expectation can also become a potential source of distress. Finally, the lack of supportive family functioning can put both males and females at risk for poorer mental health.
Applications for Professionals and Parents:
1. Professionals can facilitate conversation between parents in order to help them discuss and better understand their expectations (similarities, differences).

2.  Parents need to realize that it is normal to have different expectations and be encouraged to look at alternate ways these expectations can be met.

3. Professionals can encourage problem solving and resource identification (e.g., external support such as support groups and respite care).
Implications for Cooperative Extension: �This study’s results indicate that families who have children with ASD have significant differences in expectations between parents related to supportive family functioning. This can result in parents’ poor mental health and parenting stress.  Professionals and parents need to reflect upon and discuss prior perceptions about caring for a child with ASD and the unmet expectations regarding family functioning. Parents need to seek alternate solutions and external support in order to improve mental and physical health and reduce stress.











