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Abstract

This paper is a review on recent literature pertaining to parental impact on externalizing behaviors in children with diagnoses such as autism spectrum disorder (ASD), intellectual disabilities (ID), developmental delays (DD), and attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). For the purpose of this paper, parental impact encompasses parental stress, parental mental health, readiness to change, parental assistance, and positive parenting behavior leading to quality parent-child relationships. Research has found current interventions for treatment of child behaviors does not take into account, or treat, parental impact. This paper will appraise the value of parental impact and the implications for social work practice in creating child behavior interventions that incorporate parental support for the wellbeing of the family as a whole.

Parental Impact on Child Externalizing Behaviors

Children and their externalizing behavior are often a topic of interest in research and interventions. Researchers want to figure out ways to get children to stop problematic behaviors. Child externalizing behaviors range from aggression and hyperactivity, to oppositionality and severe conduct issues, which may impair various aspects of their lives; such as school, family, and friendships. For families of children with varying diagnoses, such as ASD, ID, DD, and ADHD, among others, these disruptive behaviors are much more prevalent than in typically developing (TD) children (Biondic et al., 2019; Sanner & Neece, 2017; Schiltz et al., 2017; Shawler & Sullivan, 2017; Totsika et al., 2014). Parents of these children with behavior problems are under higher stress than other parents (Biondic et al., 2019; Davis & Carter, 2008, as cited in Schiltz, 2017; Shawler & Sullivan, 2017). Most interventions currently available seem to focus only on children and their behaviors (Shawler & Sullivan, 2017). Resent research suggests children are not the only ones in need of intervention. This paper will review recent literature which discusses parental impact on children’s externalizing behaviors and necessary changes for effective interventions.
Literature Review

The Family Systems Theory (FST) views the family as a unit in which its members are intimately and emotionally connected. According to FST, behaviors in children are likely to have
an effect on the entire family units; specifically, caregivers. If parents are affected by children’s behaviors, then what are those effects? Parental stress is an “aversive psychological reaction to the demands of being a parent” (Deater-Deckard, 1998, as cited in Schiltz, 2017, p. 1169).
Research has found that when it comes to parents of children with ASD, parental stress is higher than that of parents of TD children (Davis & Carter, 2008, as cited in Schiltz, 2017; Shawler &

Sullivan, 2017). One study sought to analyze how challenging behavior in adolescents with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is related to the stress, mental health (i.e., anxiety and depression symptoms), and involvement of their parents (Schiltz et al., 2017). Moreover, the study investigated levels of parental mental health when ASD adolescents received a social skills intervention for their behaviors. According to Schiltz et al., it appears that ASD adolescents’ challenging behaviors might cause prolonged stress which may then result in decreased mental health in their parents (2017). Furthermore, depressive symptoms in parents (i.e., lack of energy and motivation) is likely to reduce their level of involvement with their children and their needs. Persons with ASD typically lack the motivation to interact and socialize. Therefore, lack of parental involvement may hinder adolescents’ opportunities for positive social, emotional, academic, and behavioral outcomes (2017). Schiltz et al. found that providing social skills training to adolescents with ASD and parental support groups improved depressive symptoms in parents (2017). Consequently, with increased social skills and parental involvement, adolescents may thrive, and their parents might be able to further reduce their stress levels. Implications of the aforementioned studies emphasize the significance of effective interventions that take into consideration parental stress, mental health, and involvement to ensure the wellbeing of the whole family unit (Schiltz et al., 2017).
Parents’ involvement in their children’s treatment requires more training, time, and energy than parents of TD children might need. Researchers believe these parents need interventions for their children that can simultaneously ease the parental stress that comes from parenting a child with atypical needs. The Transtheoretical Model of Change (TTM) theorizes that persons need to go through six steps to effect change; precontemplation, contemplation, preparation, action, maintenance, and termination. Parents undergoing higher levels of stress and

a decline in mental health need to be healthy and stable enough to effectively implement the specific parenting strategies that are needed for their specific children. In 2016, Jones et al. studied parental readiness to change according to the TTM. The study found higher levels of parental stress may be an indicator of readiness to accept mental health services for their children with ADHD, regardless of their children’s externalizing behaviors (Jones et al., 2016). The researchers believe that parents can benefit from acquiring stress management techniques for themselves while their children also receive services (Jones et al., 2016). Furthermore, Jones et al. believe gauging parental readiness to change could be useful in modifying intervention strategies to meet parents where they are (2016). This could potentially ensure families as a whole receive the best intervention services according to their needs and their levels of change.
When it comes to parental distress and child behaviors, literature reveals there is a bidirectional relation (Neece et al., 2012). In 2017, a cross-sectional study looked at the importance of positive parenting behaviors in an effort to explain the relation and found quality of mother’s assistance (QMA) to be an important factor (Sanner & Neece, 2017). The authors define QMA as “the degree to which a mother assists in nurturing the child’s interest and motivation in the . . . task, while allowing the child maximum opportunity for autonomous behavior.” (2017). Researchers in the past found that minimal but sufficient amount of quality parental assistance was associated with positive child outcomes (Hammond et al., 2012). With this and other literature, Sanner and Neece concluded that providing children with appropriate support is favorable to many areas of their development, especially to those at risk of developmental delays (DD) (2017). With this information, we can work on creating suitable parenting interventions that address parenting behaviors and inform families on the value of providing just the right amount of quality support to their children. Consequently, we can

anticipate a decrease in children’s externalizing behaviors and, according to the previously mentioned literature and FST, an improvement in the wellbeing of the family unit.
Comprehensive interventions ought to consider the various dynamics that come with families of children with behavior challenges. We know parental stress, readiness to change, and quality of parental support are key factors in a reduction of children’s challenging behaviors. In addition to these, relationship quality between caregivers and children under 5 years old with ID has been found to be linked to child behaviors (Totsika et al., 2014). Positive and nurturing parental behaviors have been associated with fewer behavior issues in children (Smith et al., 2008, as cited in Totsika, 2014). In their research, Totsika et al. found relationship quality to be the most important dimension of parenting as it relates to externalizing behaviors in children (2014). Conflicting relationships were also related to familial deprivation, or low socioeconomic status (2014). The Family Stress Model (FSM) concurs that parenting behaviors determine the impact of deprivation on their children’s behaviors. The quality of the parental-child relationship is essential in shaping and reducing externalizing behaviors in children. Current literature confirms the importance of pursuing quality interventions for parents that can simultaneously reduce child behaviors problems.
Ethical Issues in Practice

In social work, we must always set out to consider possible issues in applying research findings to ensure ethical social work practice. As it relates to the topic at hand, we can consider potential ethical issues as it pertains to cultural differences, right to privacy, and client rights.
Social workers are called to offer their services to clients with the goal of enhancing their capacity for addressing their needs (National Association of Social Workers [NASW], 2017). The Code of Ethics says social workers must be “mindful of individual differences and cultural

and ethnic diversity” (NASW, 2017) which is necessary when parental rights and choices are concerned. Parents may not be open to receiving interventions on parenting methods or the parent-child relationship. Parents also have a right to their privacy as well as client rights to choose for themselves what interventions they are willing to allow or not. Social workers must remember the NASW ethical principles and standards if issues arise.
Conclusion

Throughout this paper, we have reviewed literature that encompasses the implications of parenting stress, mental health, readiness to change, maternal quality assistance, and parent-child relationships on child behavior outcomes. Research shows parents are a crucial factor in effective behavior interventions. In order to treat children with behavior problems, like those with ASD, ID, DD, and ADHD, among other diagnoses, social workers must take parents and entire families into consideration. Informed practice warrants treatment for parents experiencing high levels of stress, decline in mental health, difficulty providing appropriate assistance, and less than positive parenting-child relationships. With effective parental interventions, we can ensure children and families are well equipped to overcome the challenges that come with the disposition of externalizing behaviors.
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