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11 The Lifelong Health E�ects of Parenting a Child With
Developmental or Mental Health Problems 
Jieun Song, Marsha R. Mailick, Jan S. Greenberg, Jinkuk Hong

Parenting a child with developmental or mental health problems is a lifelong process with unique

challenges and adjustments. Parents of children with these conditions often experience chronic stress

and an elevated risk of mental and physical health problems and cognitive decline in later life,

although pro�les of resilience have been noted. This chapter reviews Midlife in the United States

(MIDUS) studies that have examined the lifelong e�ects of parenting children with developmental or

mental health problems. MIDUS research has found that midlife and older parents of children with

these conditions have poorer physical and mental health pro�les and poorer cognitive functioning in

later life than counterparts whose children do not have such conditions, and that mental and physical

health disparities increase as parents age. Possible mechanisms underlying these di�erences have

been examined in studies utilizing the multidisciplinary data of MIDUS, which include a variety of

psychosocial, cognitive, and biological assessments.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/edited-volum

e/34662/chapter/295343701 by U
niversity of W

isconsin System
 user on 22 January 2025

https://academic.oup.com/edited-volume/34662
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?f_Authors=Carol%20D.%20Ryff
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?f_Authors=Robert%20F.%20Krueger
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190676384.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190676384.013.9
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22parenting%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22developmental+problems%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22mental+health+problems%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22parents%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22children%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22MIDUS%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22physical+health%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22mental+health%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22cognitive+functioning%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?page=1&tax=AcademicSubjects/SCI02170
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?page=1&tax=AcademicSubjects/SCI02100
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?taxWithOr=Series/140&page=1
https://academic.oup.com/oxford-handbooks-online
javascript:;
javascript:;
javascript:;
javascript:;


Introduction

Approximately 56.7 million people, or 19% of the US population, had a disability in 2010 (Brault, 2012) that

may require lifelong care and support. We refer to parents of individuals with disabilities as facing

nonnormative parenting challenges because they need to provide care and support even after their children

with disabilities have reached adulthood. Among parents who face nonnormative parenting challenges, we

focus on parents caring for a child at any age, including adulthood in particular, with a developmental

disability or serious mental health problem. There has been a dramatic growth in the number of parents

caring for such adult children because of deinstitutionalization, increases in the life expectancy of persons

with developmental disabilities, and a greater awareness of mental health problems across the life course

and more positive attitudes toward seeking treatment (Mechanic & Olfson, 2016). Long-term exposure to

chronic stress due to the child’s disability places these parents at elevated risk of experiencing mental and

physical health problems and cognitive decline, especially in older age due to the cumulative disadvantages

linked to parenting children with disabilities; however, there is considerable heterogeneity in the capacity of

these parents to successfully adapt to these lifelong challenges.

This chapter is organized in four sections. In the �rst section, we summarize previous research on the

challenges of parenting children with disabilities and their consequences for parents’ health and well-

being. The second section focuses on the unique strengths of the Midlife in the United States (MIDUS) data

to examine the impacts of parenting children with disabilities. We present �ndings with respect not only

to the e�ects of nonnormative parenting on mental and physical health and cognition, but also to possible

mediating biological pathways (via cortisol dysregulation and allostatic load) that may underlie these

outcomes. The third section introduces a novel utilization of the MIDUS sample as a normative comparison

group in studies of nonnormative parenting. We conclude the chapter by discussing the implications of the

�ndings for both practice and future research.

p. 144

Background Literature on Nonnormative Parenting

Developmental disabilities and mental health problems are prevalent in the United States. A 2014 national

report indicated that approximately 4.1% of adults age 18 and older had a serious mental health problem in

the past year (Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality, 2015); half of the cases had been

diagnosed by age 14, and three quarters had been diagnosed by age 24 (Kessler, Chiu, Demler, & Walters,

2005). An analysis of nationally representative data collected by the Centers for Disease Control and

Prevention from 1997 to 2008 found that over 14% of children age 3 to 17 had developmental disabilities,

most of which persist throughout adulthood (Boyle et al., 2011). An analysis of data from MIDUS indicated

that approximately 10% of respondents report having at least one son or daughter who had a developmental

or serious mental health problem (Seltzer, Abbeduto, et al., 2009).

Parents of individuals with developmental or serious mental health problems are exposed to various

challenges in multiple life domains and long-term chronic stress due to the child’s conditions. They often

provide ongoing support for their son or daughter throughout the life course until they no longer have the

capacity to provide care. This support is important because the majority of individuals with disabilities are

unmarried, and public services are fragmented and poorly funded (Bauer, Koepke, Sterzinger, & Spiessl,

2012; Seltzer, Floyd, Song, Greenberg, & Hong, 2011; Wolfe, Song, Mailick, & Greenberg, 2014). In addition,

these parents must manage their children’s behavior problems related to their disabilities, which is one of

the most stressful challenges (Lecavalier, Leone, & Wilz, 2006), and bear emotional burdens such as the

stigma and worry about the future care of their son or daughter (Seltzer, Greenberg, Floyd, Pettee, & Hong,

2001). They also experience �nancial burdens, including both direct costs such as medical expenditures and
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indirect costs such as reductions in the trajectory of parental employment and earnings due to the child’s

caregiving needs. This �nancial strain associated with caregiving is known to take a toll on the parents’

well-being and health (Orsmond, Lin, & Seltzer, 2007; Parish, Seltzer, Greenberg, & Floyd, 2004; Seltzer et

al., 2011). These parents also have a higher risk of divorce (Risdal & Singer, 2004) and negative spillover

between family and work (Song, Mailick, & Greenberg, 2014).

As a result of cumulative stress, on average, parents of children with disabilities have an elevated risk of

mental and physical health problems compared to parents of children without such conditions. These

parents have poorer mental health outcomes (e.g., lower levels of happiness, self-esteem, and self-e�cacy

and increased depressive symptoms) and physical health outcomes (e.g., higher body mass index values,

cardiovascular impairment, and musculoskeletal impairment and a greater number of physical symptoms)

(Emerson, Hatton, Llewellyn, Blacker, & Graham., 2006; Olsson & Hwang, 2008; Seltzer et al., 2011; L.

Smith, Seltzer, & Greenberg, 2012; Yamaki, Hsieh, & Heller, 2009). However, the severity of these physical

and mental health disadvantages is dependent on contextual factors (e.g., the severity of the child’s

behavior problems, other stressful life events, and race/ethnicity) and psychological and social resources

(e.g., coping strategies, social support) (Barker et al., 2011; Magana & Smith, 2006; Piazza, Floyd, Mailick, &

Greenberg, 2014; Seltzer et al., 2004).

Although the existing research provides compelling evidence that parents of children with disabilities are at

increased risk for adverse health outcomes, there are important limitations to this body of research. The

studies have unknown generalizability because most studies recruited volunteer samples of mainly white

families and focused most often on mothers. There is limited information about the impacts of

nonnormative parenting on families from underrepresented minority groups or on fathers. In addition,

researchers have yet to fully investigate possible biological pathways through which nonnormative

parenting experiences impinge on parental health and well-being.

MIDUS for Research on Parenting Children With Developmental or
Mental Health Problems

p. 145

The MIDUS study provides a unique opportunity to extend prior research because it is a nationally

representative longitudinal data set that contains a broad range of psychosocial, cognitive, and biological

assessments; these characteristics make MIDUS a rich data source to investigate the impacts of

nonnormative parenting on mental and physical health, including possible biological pathways. In addition,

the oversample of African Americans in MIDUS provides the opportunity to explore the e�ects of

nonnormative parenting across di�erent racial groups. MIDUS has identi�ed fathers as well as mothers

whose children have disabilities and thus provides an opportunity to examine how the associations between

nonnormative parenting and health are moderated by race and gender. Further, the results of analyses using

MIDUS data may be less vulnerable to selection bias because respondents were not selected based on having

a child with a disability. Finally, the MIDUS data are more generalizable than most extant research as they

are based on a nationally representative sample.

In MIDUS 2 and 3, the following screener question was asked of all parents about each child: “Does [child’s

name] have a developmental disability, such as autism, cerebral palsy, epilepsy or mental retardation, or

has [he/she] ever had a long-term serious mental health problem?” Those who answered a�rmatively were

then asked: “What type of developmental disability or serious mental health problem does [child’s name]

have?” Inclusion of these questions positioned MIDUS researchers to make advances in the study of

nonnormative parenting impacts.
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Mental and Physical Health Outcomes

In a study that utilized MIDUS data, Ha, Hong, Seltzer, and Greenberg (2008) compared the health of

parents whose children had developmental or mental health problems and a closely matched comparison

group of parents who did not have children with such conditions. They found that parents of children with

developmental or mental health problems experienced signi�cantly higher levels of negative a�ect;

marginally lower levels of overall psychological well-being (composite index of autonomy, environmental

mastery, purpose in life, positive relations with others, personal growth, and self-acceptance); and

signi�cantly more physical symptoms (somatic symptoms such as pain and sti� joints) than their peers

who did not have children with such conditions.

Interestingly, the health impacts of parenting children with disabilities di�ered by the parent’s age:

Younger parents of children with disabilities were more vulnerable to the detrimental e�ects of parenting

children with disabilities than their older counterparts (they had higher levels of negative a�ect, lower

levels of psychological well-being, and more somatic symptoms), suggesting a potentially increased

adaptation to parenting stress among older parents compared to their younger counterparts.

In a separate study analyzing data from the MIDUS daily diary study, Seltzer, Almeida, et al. (2009)

examined daily stress and mental and physical health symptoms among 82 parents of children with

disabilities by contrasting them with 82 age- and gender-matched comparison parents whose children did

not have disabilities. The �ndings revealed that, in addition to signi�cantly elevated levels of daily stress

(and, as described further in this chapter, abnormal pro�les of the diurnal rhythm of cortisol), parents of

children with developmental or mental health problems experienced higher levels of daily negative a�ect

and a greater number of physical symptoms than comparison parents, especially on days when they spent

more time with their children as compared to days they spent less time. Thus, the MIDUS daily diary data

provide a unique opportunity to understand the daily experiences and associated health and well-being

among parents of children with disabilities, in clear contrast to their age peers who did not face the life

challenges of nonnormative parenting.

A study by Ha, Greenberg, and Seltzer (2011) utilized additional MIDUS data to examine the di�erences in

mental and physical health between African American mothers and fathers of children with developmental

or mental health problems and African American comparison parents whose children did not have

disabilities, both drawn from the MIDUS Milwaukee, Wisconsin, sample. The �ndings indicated that African

American parents of children with disabilities had a greater number of physical symptoms than comparison

African American parents whose children did not have disabilities. In addition, among African American

parents who had lower levels of positive interactions with family members, the adverse impacts of

nonnormative parenting were more pronounced.

A. M. Smith and Grzywacz (2014) expanded the sample of nonnormative parents beyond developmental

disabilities and serious mental health problems to those with special care needs, typically due to a chronic

medical problem. Approximately 25% of the parents who participated in MIDUS 1 reported having at least

one child with a chronic disease or disability or emotional problems within the past 12 months. A. M. Smith

and Grzywacz (2014) found that parents whose children had special health care needs experienced greater

increases in depressive symptoms and limitations in instrumental activities in daily living over time,

consistent with previous studies showing adverse impacts of nonnormative parenting on parents’ mental

and physical health. However, a sense of control was a protective factor that bu�ered the detrimental

impact of parenting children with disabilities; it was more protective for mothers than fathers.

p. 146

In summary, the �ndings from the analyses of nationally representative MIDUS data, including mothers

and fathers across a wide age range and including diverse racial groups, con�rmed that parenting children

with developmental or mental health problems has a detrimental e�ect on parents’ health and well-being.
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Cognition

Biological Risk Factors

HPA Axis Dysregulation

It is noteworthy that there are some inconsistent �ndings regarding the association between nonnormative

parenting, parental age, and mental and physical health outcomes. Ha et al. (2008) found that older parents

of children with disabilities were less adversely a�ected by the challenges of nonnormative parenting than

younger parents with respect to outcome measures of a�ect, psychological well-being, and somatic

symptoms, while A. M. Smith and Grzywacz (2014) found increases in depressive symptoms and a decline in

instrumental activities of daily living over time among the parents of children with special health care

needs. These di�erences may be due to di�erences in the sample selection criteria, the use of di�erent

outcome measures, or di�erences in the research design of the two studies (i.e., Ha et al.’s 2008 analysis

was cross-sectional, whereas A. M. Smith and Grzywacz 2014 study followed the same people over time).

Future longitudinal studies that track changes in the mental health of parents over multiple waves of the

MIDUS would help clarify the pattern of the lifelong in�uence of nonnormative parenting on parents’

mental health.

Cognitive function is known to be a�ected by chronic stress and mental and physical health problems

(Elderkin-Thompson, Moody, Knowlton, Hellemann, & Kumar, 2011; Karlamangla et al., 2014; Spiro &

Brady, 2011). However, cognitive functioning of parents of children with disabilities has rarely been the

focus of research. One exception is a study by Song, Mailick, Greenberg, Ry�, & Lachman (2016) comparing

episodic memory and executive functioning in parents whose children had developmental disabilities to an

age- and gender-matched comparison parents whose children did not have such conditions. The data

analyzed were from the MIDUS cognitive battery, BTACT (Brief Test of Adult Cognition by Telephone;

Lachman, Agrigoroael, Tun, & Weaver, 2014). BTACT is the �rst instrument to reliably and validly assess

cognitive aging via a phone interview (Lachman et al., 2014). Consistent with previous studies (e.g., Hofer &

Alwin, 2008), Song, Mailick, Greenberg, Ry�, & Lachman(2016) found that older parents had lower

cognition scores than younger parents in general. Further, the �ndings indicated that age-related

di�erences in episodic memory were more pronounced among mothers of children with disabilities who

experienced higher levels of parenting stress. The �ndings suggest that providing lifelong care to a child

with disabilities may place older mothers at risk for accelerated cognitive aging, especially when parenting

stress is high.

Health disparities between parents of children with disabilities and comparison parents may be due to

elevated biological risk factors due to the stress of nonnormative parenting. In this section, we review how

dysregulations of the hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal (HPA) axis and elevated allostatic load are linked to

the experience of nonnormative parenting.

The HPA axis is an important system in physiological homeostasis. One manifestation of dysfunction is

hypocortisolism, de�ned as insu�cient cortisol production and a �attened daytime cortisol pattern that is

often associated with exposure to chronic stressors (Edwards, Heyman, & Swidan, 2011). Cortisol usually

peaks shortly after awakening in the morning and then declines through the rest of the day. The pattern of

cortisol levels during the day, referred to as diurnal cortisol, provides useful information about bodily

reactions to stress. In general, whereas acute stressors are associated with elevated cortisol (i.e.,

hyperactivity) (Sapolsky, Krey, & McEwen, 1986), chronic stressors have been reported as a cause of

hypoactivity of the HPA axis, which has been linked to negative physical health outcomes (Edwards et al.,

2011; Heim, Ehlert, & Hellhammer, 2000).

p. 147
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Figure 11.1

Diurnal rhythm of cortisol in parents of children with disabilities and comparison group parents.

Reprinted from Seltzer, M. M., Abbeduto, L., Greenberg, J. S., Almeida, D. M., Hong, J., & Witt, W. (2009). Biomarkers in the study
of families of children with developmental disabilities. International Review of Research in Mental Retardation, 37, 213–249, with
permission from Elsevier.

As part of the MIDUS daily diary study, saliva samples were collected over a consecutive 4-day period four

times a day. These data allowed for the analysis of diurnal cortisol patterns of parents of children with

disabilities as a window into physiological stress responses (Seltzer, Abbeduto, et al., 2009). The results

showed that midlife and older parents of children with disabilities had a signi�cantly �atter (less healthy)

daily decline in cortisol level than their peers whose children did not have disabilities (Seltzer et al., 2009;

Figure 11.1), and the pattern was particularly strong on days when these parents spent more time with their

children. A related study focused on parents whose children had a serious mental illness (bipolar disorder,

schizophrenia, and major depression) in the combined sample of the daily diary study in MIDUS 2 and

Wisconsin Longitudinal Study and found a similar pattern (Barker, Greenberg, Seltzer, & Almeida, 2012);

parents whose adult children had serious mental health problems experienced a �atter decline in diurnal

cortisol levels relative to the comparison group parents.

A study by Wong, Mailick, Greenberg, Hong, and Coe (2014) also found that mothers of children with

disabilities had lower levels of cortisol than comparison mothers on average, but that experiencing work

stressors during the previous day signi�cantly increased the level of awakening cortisol the next morning

among the mothers of children with developmental disabilities. This reaction to previous day work stress

was not found among the comparison group mothers. This �nding indicates that mothers of children with

developmental disabilities may be more vulnerable to cortisol dysregulation in the presence of additional

stressors (Figure 11.2). The results are consistent with studies of post-traumatic stress disorder, where

average cortisol levels are lower than normal, but cortisol increases more than average in the face of

additional stressors (e.g., Bremner et al., 2003).

These patterns of HPA axis dysregulation among parents of children with disabilities are consistent with

studies that have revealed abnormal (or atypical) patterns of HPA axis and hypocortisolism among

individuals with chronic stressors, such as war, bereavement, and family caregiving (Miller, Chen, & Zhou,

2007). Given the �nding that hypocortisolism is signi�cantly associated with increased vulnerability to

various nonspeci�c symptoms (e.g., fatigue, chronic pain), as well as gastrointestinal (e.g., anorexia,

abdominal pain), psychiatric (e.g., depression), and cardiovascular symptoms (e.g., heart rate change,

p. 148
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Allostatic Load

hypotension) (Edwards et al., 2011; Heim et al., 2000), hypocortisolism and HPA axis dysregulation may be

one possible pathway by which nonnormative parenting stress leads to poorer physical and mental health.

Figure 11.2

Log awakening cortisol level by parent status and perceived day work stressor. DD = developmental disabilities. * p < .05.

Reprinted from Wong, J. D., Mailick, M. R., Greenberg, J. S., Hong, J., & Coe, C. L. (2014). Daily work stress and awakening cortisol
in mothers of individuals with autism spectrum disorders or Fragile X syndrome. Family Relations, 63(1), 135–147.

Allostatic load is an indicator of the cumulative dysregulation of multiple physiological systems. It is known

to be sensitive to chronic exposure to life challenges and stresses, which eventually increases susceptibility

to disease (Juster, McEwen, & Lupien, 2010). Using MIDUS Biomarker data, Song, Mailick, Ry�, Coe,

Greenberg, & Hong (2014) created a composite index of allostatic load based on multiple biomarkers and

examined whether parents of children with a developmental problems were at risk of elevated allostatic

load, relative to control parents. The analysis compared 38 MIDUS parents of children with developmental

problems and 38 age- and gender-matched comparison parents from MIDUS who did not have children

with disabilities. The two groups did not di�er in level of allostatic load. However, for mothers and fathers

of children with developmental problems, those who had lower levels of positive a�ect had elevated

allostatic load, whereas no such association was evident for parents in the comparison group. This pattern is

consistent with previous studies showing health protective e�ects of positive psychological well-being (see

Boehm & Kubzansky, 2012, for a review) and more salient health bene�ts of positive psychological

resources among more than less disadvantaged individuals (e.g., Morozink, Friedman, Coe, & Ry�, 2010).

The bene�ts of positive a�ect for parents of children with disabilities in the Song, Mailick, Ry�, Coe,

Greenberg, & Hong (2014) study remained signi�cant after controlling for the potential in�uence of

negative a�ect, showing the protective e�ects of positive a�ect, independent of negative a�ect. The

�ndings point to the importance of positive a�ect as a protective factor among parents facing this

nonnormative challenge.
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Given the signi�cant positive association between allostatic load and the risk of mental and physical health

problems and mortality (e.g., Goldman et al., 2006; Juster et al., 2010), it is likely that elevated allostatic

load in the absence of positive a�ect increases the risk of parents of children with disabilities to mental and

physical health problems. Testing these predictions with additional waves of MIDUS data is an important

future objective.

In summary, studies using the MIDUS data have found evidence that parents of children with disabilities

exhibit physiological dysfunction and increased cumulative physiological risks, and that such patterns

are heightened by speci�c psychosocial factors. HPA axis dysregulation (measured by hypocortisolism) was

found to be particularly evident on days when parents of children with disabilities spent more time with

their children. Higher allostatic load was manifested particularly by parents of children with disabilities who

had low levels of positive a�ect. These are important but nuanced patterns that may be possible

mechanisms leading to mental and physical health disadvantages associated with nonnormative parenting.

Future MIDUS studies that take advantage of longitudinal data sets to examine the associations between

nonnormative parenting, physiological dysregulation markers, and health outcomes may improve the

understanding of the biological mechanisms that lead to the adverse health impacts of nonnormative

parenting.

p. 149

Parents of Children With Autism Spectrum Disorders and Fragile X
Syndrome: Using MIDUS as a Normative Comparison Group

The MIDUS data have also been used to form normative comparison groups for other studies examining the

long-term impact of caregiving on parents of children with speci�c diagnoses. For example, L. Smith et al.

(2012) examined the daily health conditions of mothers whose adolescent or adult children had autism

spectrum disorders (ASDs), mothers whose adolescent or adult children had fragile X syndrome (FXS), and a

matched comparison group of MIDUS mothers whose children did not have any disabilities. An analysis of

health symptoms during the previous 24 hours revealed that mothers of children with ASD or FXS had a

signi�cantly greater number of physical health problems than MIDUS comparison mothers who had only

una�ected children; the former group reported more days with headaches, backaches, muscle soreness,

fatigue, and hot �ashes than comparison mothers.

In addition, MIDUS has been utilized as a comparison group in studies that examined possible physiological

pathways between nonnormative parenting and physical health outcomes. Studies comparing mothers of

adolescents or adults with ASD or FXS and a matched comparison group of MIDUS mothers whose children

did not have disabilities showed that mothers of adolescents and adults with ASD or FXS had signi�cantly

lower levels of cortisol throughout the day than comparison mothers (Seltzer et al., 2010; Wong et al., 2014).

MIDUS also has been used as a comparison group in studying divorce among parents of children with

disabilities. For example, Hartley et al. (2010) compared the risk of divorce between parents of children with

ASD and a matched representative sample of MIDUS parents whose children did not have disabilities. The

�ndings revealed that parents of children with ASD had higher rates of divorce than comparison parents.

Further, this gap increased over time because the divorce rate among parents of children with ASD remained

high throughout the life course, while the divorce rate among comparison parents decreased after their

children moved beyond childhood (after about 8 years old) (Figure 11.3).

Overall, prior studies suggest that there are many unique advantages to using MIDUS to draw a normative

comparison group. Because the survey is nationally representative and includes a wide age range of

respondents as well as detailed demographic data, researchers can use strati�ed matching procedures to

construct appropriate comparison groups. The rich multidisciplinary assessments, including daily
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experience of stress and well-being, cognition, biological markers, and various mental and physical health

measures, make it possible to investigate predictors and outcomes of signi�cant interest.

Conclusion and Future Directions

Given the substantial prevalence of individuals with developmental or mental health problems in the United

States, as well as increasing life expectancy and the high cost to society of these conditions, the impact of

long-term parenting of children with disabilities on parents’ mental and physical health is a signi�cant

public health issue that merits empirical analysis, including a focus on the pathways through which these

parenting experiences are associated with parents’ outcomes.

Empirical studies have documented the mental and physical health disadvantages among parents of

children with disabilities: These parents experience higher levels of stress and greater physical and mental

health problems than their peers whose children do not have disabilities. The possible pathways through

which the experience of nonnormative parenting has adverse impacts on parents’ mental and physical

health outcomes have been explored by utilizing the unique data in MIDUS measuring a range of biological,

cognitive, and psychosocial domains as well as in more specialized studies that are not population based.

Overall, the �ndings converge. Additionally, these studies have found biomarker pro�les that indicated a

greater risk for health problems among parents of children with disabilities than among their peers who do

not have a�ected children. Parents who experienced nonnormative parenting had both HPA axis

dysregulation (measured by hypocortisolism) and greater cumulative physiological dysregulations

(measured by a higher level of allostatic load in the absence of positive a�ect). Future studies that directly

examine the mediating e�ect of physiological dysregulation in the association between nonnormative

parenting and mental and physical health outcomes with longitudinal data would help to improve the

understanding of the long-term health impacts of nonnormative parenting and its possible biological

mechanisms.

p. 150
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Figure 11.3

Survival plot for divorce in parents of children with an autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and parents of children without a
disability.

Reprinted from Hartley, S. L., Barker, E. T., Seltzer, M. M., Floyd, F., Greenberg, J., & Orsmond, G. (2010). The relative risk and
timing of divorce in families of children with autism spectrum disorder. Journal of Family Psychology, 24(4), 449–457.

Research has shown that certain factors may lessen or amplify the negative e�ects of nonnormative

parenting stress on mental and physical health. Psychosocial factors such as positive a�ect, a sense of

control, coping strategies, social support, and the amount of time spent with children may bu�er or amplify

the adverse impacts of the stress of nonnormative parenting. It would be important to examine how

biological, psychological, and social factors may interact to a�ect parents of children with disabilities at

both the individual and family levels (e.g., genetic characteristics/vulnerability, personality, �nancial

resources) to improve the understanding of the lifelong impacts of parenting children with disabilities.

Studies have reported that mothers and fathers of children with disabilities have di�erent parenting

experiences (e.g., Rowbotham, Carroll, & Cuskelly, 2011). However, the empirical evidence regarding the

di�erences between mothers and fathers is limited, in part due to sampling limitations (e.g., the lack of data

on both mothers and fathers in many studies). Extant studies present somewhat inconsistent �ndings:

Some have found that mothers, relative to fathers, are more vulnerable to the adverse impacts of

nonnormative parenting on health and well-being as measured by body mass index, self-rated health,

and cognition (Seltzer et al., 2011; Song, Mailick, Greenberg, Ry�, & Lachman, 2016), while others have

found no gender di�erences in the health impacts of nonnormative parenting (Piazza et al., 2014). It is likely

that gender di�erences depend on a variety of factors, such as the availability of parental psychological and

social resources, physiological di�erences, and the larger family and community context. The MIDUS data
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make it possible to signi�cantly advance our understanding of di�erences and similarities in the experience

of mothers versus fathers of children with disabilities due to the large sample who participated in the

MIDUS main survey and the daily diary study, which have a very rich set of measures of biological,

psychological, and social processes and outcomes.

A major unanswered question in studying parents of children with disabilities is whether their mental and

physical health disadvantage is partly attributable to an unobserved genetic vulnerability. The availability in

the MIDUS of data from siblings and twins of parents of children with disabilities makes the investigation of

this question on unobserved genetic vulnerability possible. Analyses that compare mental and physical

health outcomes between parents of children with disabilities and these parents’ siblings or twins who do

not have children with such conditions would provide new information about the relative proportions of

mental and physical health disadvantage attributable to genetic factors versus environmental factors.

Future studies of longitudinal data from representative samples with a wide age range of parents (e.g.,

MIDUS 2 and MIDUS 3) could provide a systematic examination of the mental health impacts of

nonnormative parenting at di�erent life stages and could clarify the pattern of long-term changes in

mental health outcomes among these parents. Di�erent diagnostic groups have di�erent characteristics

and consequently possibly di�erent impacts on parents’ lives (e.g., a mental health problem is usually

diagnosed during adolescence or early adulthood, while a developmental disability is typically diagnosed

during the �rst few years of childhood (Seltzer et al., 2004). Thus, longitudinal examinations of health

changes among parents of children with di�erent types of disabilities will also improve our understanding

of nonnormative parenting impacts. In addition, because the disparities in mental and physical health

between parents of children with disabilities and their peers with una�ected children may increase with

age, it would be helpful to explore not only morbidity but also mortality to improve the understanding of the

long-term impacts of nonnormative parenting on parents’ mental and physical health.

Although much has been written about the stigma that family members of persons with disabilities

experience and its relationship to poor mental and physical health outcomes (Krieger, 2014; Mak & Cheung,

2008), few studies have been in a position to explore how stigma a�ects the well-being of parental

caregivers of persons with disabilities. The MIDUS study provides a unique opportunity to explore this very

question as respondents were asked about their experience with “discrimination” and

“shame/embarrassment” which are major components of the concept of stigma. In a recent study that

utilized data from MIDUS 2 and 3, Song, Mailick, and Greenberg (2018) examined the associations between

parenting status (having children with disabilities or not), stigma, and parents’ physical health outcomes.

The �ndings revealed that stigma mediated the link between nonnormative parenting and poorer physical

health among parents; parents of children with disabilities reported higher levels of stigma, and a higher

level of stigma was in turn associated with poorer physical health. Given that stigma has been linked to

increased distress and caregiver burden among parents of children with disabilities (Chou, Pu, Lee, Lin, &

Kröger., 2009; Green, 2004, 2007; Mak & Kwok, 2010), the MIDUS biological data provide a rare opportunity

to look at the physiological mechanism by which stigma a�ects health outcomes for parents of children

with disabilities.

Another recent study that analyzed the MIDUS 2 and 3 data sets, which were collected before and after the

Great Recession that began at the end of 2007, found that parents of children with mental illness

experienced a greater level of negative recession impacts following the Great Recession than their peers who

did not have children with disabilities, even when prerecession �nancial characteristics and demographics

were controlled (Song, Mailick, & Greenberg, 2018). Increased �nancial vulnerability among parents of

children with disabilities may be another possible mechanism underlying the adverse impact of

nonnormative parenting on mental and physical health of parents. Future studies exploring various

psychosocial mediators of the negative impacts of nonnormative parenting would provide additional

mechanistic understanding. The multidisciplinary aspects of MIDUS would make it an invaluable datap. 152
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source to address these questions. In addition, the inclusion of various types of samples (e.g., siblings,

twins, African Americans) and multiple waves of nationally representative longitudinal data provide further

possibilities for future studies.

In conclusion, future research should explore modi�able risk and protective factors, as well as possible

interactions among these factors, to alleviate the negative e�ects of stressful parenting. In addition, our

analyses of MIDUS data have set the stage to help guide the development of future interventions and

programs to serve the most vulnerable subgroups of parents of children with disabilities. For example, we

have found that parents of children with disabilities who experienced a greater number of stressors

bene�ted more from maintaining a state of positive a�ect than their counterparts with fewer stressors.

Thus, interventions targeting those parents of children with disabilities who are most vulnerable could have

the greatest public health impact. As a nationally representative longitudinal data set with multidisciplinary

assessments, MIDUS has proven to be a valued resource that can point the way to interventions for

improving the mental and physical health and well-being of parents of children with disabilities.
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