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Abstract: The present study aimed to examine the associations between parental stress and 

social skills in Chinese children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), and to investigate 

the potential moderating role of parental self-efficacy. A total of 324 ASD children’s 

parents completed the Parenting Stress Index/Short Form, Parenting Sense of Competence 

Scale, and Social Skills Improvement System-Rating Scales. Correlational analyses 

showed that parental stress was negatively correlated with children’s social skills, whereas 

parental self-efficacy was positively correlated. Moderation analyses revealed that parental 

self-efficacy significantly moderated the relationship between parental stress and children’s 

social skills. These results emphasize how crucial it is to boost parental self-efficacy in 

programs meant to encourage social development in children with ASD.  

1. Introduction 

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental disorder that often manifests in early 

childhood and causes lifelong impairments [1]. There is a substantial care burden on families and 

societies due to the estimated 78 million children with ASD worldwide [2]. Socialization deficits 

are a major source of impairment regardless of cognitive or language ability for children with 

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD), and such deficits do not remit with development [3]. Although 

some studies explored factors that influenced ASD children with ASD’s social skills, most focus on 

those with ASD themselves. Recently, a growing body of evidence raised the potential influence of 

significant others, such as parents, on ASD children with ASD’s social skills. Among the features 

of ASD children with ASD, the impact of their parents’ stress may be speculated. In addition, it is 

worth noting that the influence of parental stress on ASD children with ASD’s social skills is 

complicated, and some factors, such as self-efficacy, could influence their relationship. ASD is 

a neurodevelopmental disorder with a lifelong impact on multiple domains of functioning, 

characterized by a profound impairment in social communication and social interaction and 

restricted and repetitive behavior, interest, and activities [4]. The everyday management of children 

with ASD is a big challenge for parents, especially during early childhood. Children with ASD 

often exhibit socially inappropriate behavior, and parents of children with ASD were shown to 

experience more stress than parents of typically developing peers [5]. Self-efficacy is defined as 

people’s judgment of their capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to attain a 
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designated type of performance, and parental self-efficacy is a subset of an individual’s personal 

self-efficacy, referring to an individual’s self-appraisal of competency in a parenting role [6]. 

Parental self-efficacy (PSE) is an important and modifiable factor in parental stress-related research 

for families of children affected by ASD. PSE has been linked to better stress management, less 

distress, and improved health outcomes and has been found to significantly impact parental stress in 

parents of children affected by ASD [7]. In addition, evidence from practical research demonstrated 

that parental emotional warmth was positively correlated with general self-efficacy, and previous 

studies also showed that family emotional climate could impact ASD children with ASD’s 

behaviors [8]. While previous research has established the independent contributions of parental 

stress and parental self-efficacy to ASD children with ASD’s social skills, few studies have 

explored their interactive effects. Therefore, this research aims to establish an integrated conceptual 

framework to explain the relationships among parental stress, parental self-efficacy, and Chinese 

children with ASD’s social skills, and to examine the moderating role of parental self-efficacy in 

the relationship between parental stress and Chinese children with ASD’s social skills.  

2. Literature review 

2.1 Parental stress and social skills 

The most prevalent core symptoms for children with autism are deficiencies in social 

communication and interaction [9]. These children typically struggle to initiate social contact, 

express basic needs, and sustain social relationships, which makes their lives very difficult [10] and 

causes significant stress for their parents. Children with ASD typically depend on their caregivers 

for help, even if the functional levels and clinical presentations may differ according to the severity 

of symptoms [9]. According to numerous studies [11] [12], compared to parents of children who are 

neurotypically developing and those with other developmental disorders, parents of children with 

ASD report higher levels of parenting stress.  

2.2 Parental self-efficacy as a potential moderator 

Parents’ perceived confidence and belief in their parenting roles is known as parental 

self-efficacy, or PSE [13]. In studies pertaining to parental stress in families with children with 

ASD, parental self-efficacy (PSE) is a significant and changeable component [7][14][15][16]. PSE 

has been shown to have a major influence on parental stress among parents of children with ASD [6] 

[7] [14][15][16] [17], and has been associated with better stress management, reduced distress, and 

improved health outcomes [18]. Furthermore, the interactive correlation between parental 

self-efficacy and social skills has also been investigated. Parents’ emotional warmth was found to 

be positively related to general self-efficacy [19]. In addition, children’s emotional and behavioral 

problems were correlated with class membership in the emotional climate [8]. A negative (i.e., 

harsh criticism and lack of warmth) parent-child interaction may therefore be more likely in 

families with a child who exhibits more severe ASD symptoms together with emotional and 

behavioral issues (e.g., Social problems, Attention deficit problems, Internalizing, Externalizing). 

Therefore, self-efficacy could be a moderator between parental stress and ASD children with ASD’s 

social skills.  

2.3 The present study 

This study aims to investigate the moderating effect of parental self-efficacy on the relationship 

between parental stress and Chinese ASD children’s social skills. The following hypotheses were 
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designed to address the study’s aim: Hypothesis 1. Parental stress will be associated with ASD 

children’s social skills. Hypothesis 2. High levels of parental self-efficacy will increase the positive 

association between parental stress and social skills.  

3. Method 

3.1 Participants 

A total of 324 ASD children’s parents participated in this study. Among the participants, there 

were 150 females and 174 males. Each participant filled out the survey anonymously and gave their 

informed consent. 

3.2 Measures 

1) Parental stress 

Parenting Stress Index/Short Form (PSI-SF) in Chinese [20] was used in this research. Three 

subscales-parental distress (PD), parent-child dysfunctional interaction (PCDI), and difficult child 

(DC)-are included in its total of 36 questions. On a 5-point rating system, participants were asked to 

express their emotions. 

2) Parental self-efficacy 

Parenting Sense of Competence Scale [21] was used to gauge the perception of parental efficacy 

or competence. The 12 items in the Chinese version we utilized measured competence and 

satisfaction on a 4-point scale [22]. The overall score was applied. According to the factorial 

structure of the PSOC in China, the version we utilized was modified from the original PSOC and 

removed five items from the original 17-item scale [22].  

3) Social skills 

Social Skills Improvement System-Rating Scales (SSIS-RS) [23] was used to measure children’s 

social skills in this study. The SSIS-RS (Parent form) includes two scale domains: Social Skills and 

Problem Behaviors. The Social Skills domain contains seven subscales: Communication, 

Cooperation, Assertion, Responsibility, Empathy, Engagement, and Self-control. The Problem 

Behaviors domain involves five subscales: Externalizing, Bullying, Hyperactivity/Inattention, 

Internalizing, and Autism Spectrum. A four-point Likert rating scale (0= Never, 1= Sometimes, 2= 

Often, and 3= Almost Always) is used to rate the two scale domains, indicating how frequently 

parents believe their kids display each social skill and/or problem behavior item. A three-point 

Likert rating scale (0=Not important, 1=Important, and 2= Critical) is also used to grade social 

skills. This scale shows how important parents believe the social skill elements are for their kids. 

Parents completed the questionnaire on behalf of their children, reporting on their children’s social 

skills. 

3.3 Data analysis 

The 29th version of the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to initially 

calculate the mean, standard deviations, and correlations among parental stress, parental 

self-efficacy and social skills. Multiple hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to test 

moderation analyses in this study. 

4. Results 

Table 1 presents the correlation coefficient values and descriptive statistics. Results of 
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correlational analyses indicate that parental stress is negatively correlated with social skills, whereas 

parental self-efficacy is positively correlated with them. Furthermore, the results concerning the 

moderating effect of parental self-efficacy on the relationship between parental stress and ASD 

children with ASD’s social skills while controlling for age and gender are shown in Table 2. The 

results showed that parental stress had a significant effect on social skills (β = -.48, p < .001), 

suggesting that increases in parental stress may be linked to lower levels of social skills. In addition, 

parental self-efficacy significantly predicts social skills (β=. 73, p <.001), suggesting that increases 

in parental self-efficacy may be linked to higher levels of social skills. Also, parental self-efficacy 

negatively moderated the relationship between parental stress and social skills (β = -.66, p < .001).  

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlational coefficients among parental stress, parental 

self-efficacy, and social skills. 

 M   SD     1     2      3 

1. Parental stress   3.14   1.25     -    -.324**    -.476** 

2. Parental self-efficacy   41.73   9.51      -    .810**   

3. Social skills   22.48   7.72          - 

Note: **p<.01, *p<.05  

Table 2 Results of multiple hierarchical regression analyses. 

  β  P  R² Δ R² 

Block1   .23 .23 

age 0.01    

gender 0.03    

parental stress  -.48  < .001   

Block2   .70  .47 

age 0.01    

gender 0.03    

parental stress -. 24  < .001   

parental self-efficacy . 73  < .001   

Block3   .73 .03 

age 0.01    

gender 0.03    

parental stress .42  < .001    

parental self-efficacy 1.13  < .05   

parental stress x parental self-efficacy -. 66  < .001   

5. Discussion 

The primary aims of the current study were to explore the relationships among parental stress, 

parental self-efficacy, and children’s social skills in children with ASD, and to examine the 

moderating effect of parental self-efficacy on the relationships between parental stress and 

children’s social skills. Social skills and parental stress are adversely connected, whereas social 

skills and parental self-efficacy are positively correlated. Parental self-efficacy was found to be a 

negative moderator on the correlations between parental stress and children’s social skills. One 

notable aspect of the findings was the negative impact of parental stress on children’s social skills, 

corroborated by a previous study that found that children’s social skills are negatively associated 

with parental stress [10]. Another interesting finding was the positive correlation between social 

skills and parental self-efficacy, which is also consistent with prior studies that found that parental 
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self-efficacy was a significant positive predictor of ASD children’s social skills [8] [19]. Yet, the 

most important contribution of our research was the finding of a negative moderating effect of 

parental self-efficacy on the relationship between parental stress and children’s social skills. In 

particular, the negative relationship between parental stress and social skills weakened at higher 

levels of parental self-efficacy. This result failed to support the second hypothesis. One explanation 

is that parents with higher self-efficacy see parenting difficulties as easier to handle and may have 

greater confidence in their ability to foster children’s growth, even in challenging situations. 

According to earlier research, parental self-efficacy is associated with more adaptive parenting 

practices, such as greater emotional reactivity and better support for children’s social development 

[24]. Conversely, parents with lower self-efficacy might feel less equipped to handle parenting 

responsibilities, which could amplify the detrimental effects of parenting stress on their 

children’s social development [25] [26]. Higher parental self-efficacy may therefore serve as a 

psychological buffer against the detrimental effects of parental stress on children’s social skills.  

6. Limitations and implications 

The study’s cross-sectional and explanatory design may limit its generalizability. To improve the 

validity of the findings, it is advised that future research examine longitudinal structural models on 

the moderating effect of parental self-efficacy on the relationships between parental stress and ASD 

children’s social skills. In addition, the outcome variable in the present study was children’s social 

skills. Future study should focus on how social skills in children with autism spectrum disorder 

relate to other developmental outcomes including emotional adjustment and behavioral functioning, 

as well as if parental self-efficacy moderates these relationships. Several theoretical implications for 

the literature on family factors and child development in children with autism spectrum disorder are 

provided by this study. First, by emphasizing the influence of parental psychological factors on the 

social development of children with ASD, the findings build on earlier studies. The current study 

shows that parental self-efficacy may serve as a significant moderating component in this 

relationship, whereas previous research has mostly concentrated on the direct impacts of parental 

stress on child outcomes. This discovery advances our understanding of the complex ways in which 

family factors impact children’s social development. In addition, by highlighting the protective 

function of parental self-efficacy, this study enhances the theoretical framework of parenting and 

child development. Furthermore, the study offers empirical support for the significance of parents’ 

views in their parenting abilities by demonstrating that parental self-efficacy may modify the 

strength of the link between parental stress and children’s social skills. These results imply that 

future studies should investigate family psychological resources that can mitigate the possible 

detrimental effects of parenting stress on child development. In addition, the current study has a 

number of useful implications for support services and therapies for families of children with ASD. 

When creating intervention programs, practitioners and educators should give parents’ 

psychological health more consideration because parental stress may have an impact on children’s 

social development. Giving parents emotional support and stress-reduction techniques could help 

foster a more encouraging atmosphere for children’s social development. Moreover, the results also 

emphasize how crucial it is for family-based interventions to raise parental self-efficacy. Parents 

may be better able to handle parenting difficulties and foster their children’s social skill 

development if they participate in training programs that boost their self-confidence. In order to 

enhance overall family functioning and foster favorable developmental outcomes, intervention 

programs aimed at children with ASD should include parent-focused elements in addition to the 

children themselves. 
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7. Conclusion 

Among Chinese children with autism spectrum disorder, this study was one of the first studies 

aimed at comprehending the moderating function of parental self-efficacy in the relationship 

between parental stress and social skills. The findings contribute to the current literature by 

shedding light on how parental psychological factors may influence the social development of 

children with ASD. In particular, the findings imply that the relationship between parental stress 

and children’s social abilities can be influenced by parental self-efficacy. The creation of 

family-based intervention programs targeted at enhancing social outcomes for children with ASD 

may benefit from the discovery of protective characteristics, such as parental self-efficacy. The 

possible detrimental effects of parental stress on children’s social functioning may be mitigated by 

boosting parents’ self-confidence in their parenting skills. Intervention efforts must be tailored to 

the unique needs of parents and their children, as families differ in their levels of parental 

confidence and stress. 

References  

[1] Lord, C., Elsabbagh, M., Baird, G., & Veenstra-Vanderweele, J. (2018). Autism spectrum disorder. The lancet, 

392(10146), 508-520. 

[2] Lord, C., Charman, T., Havdahl, A., Carbone, P., Anagnostou, E., Boyd, B., ... & McCauley, J. B. (2022). The 

Lancet Commission on the future of care and clinical research in autism. The Lancet, 399 (10321), 271-334. 

[3] Frye, R. E. (2018). Social skills deficits in autism spectrum disorder: potential biological origins and progress in 

developing therapeutic agents. CNS drugs, 32(8), 713-734. 

[4] Oberman, L. M., & Kaufmann, W. E. (2020). Autism spectrum disorder versus autism spectrum disorders: 

Terminology, concepts, and clinical practice. Frontiers in psychiatry, 11, 484. 

[5] McStay, R. L., Dissanayake, C., Scheeren, A., Koot, H. M., & Begeer, S. (2014). Parenting stress and autism: The 

role of age, autism severity, quality of life and problem behaviour of children and adolescents with autism. 

Autism, 18(5), 502-510. 

[6] Giallo, R., Wood, C. E., Jellett, R., and Porter, R. (2011). Fatigue, wellbeing and parental self-efficacy in mothers 

of children with an Autism Spectrum Disorder. Autism.17, 465–480. 

[7] Li, F., Xu, M., Wu, D., Tang, Y., Zhang, L., Liu, X., et al. (2022). From child social impairment to parenting stress 

in mothers of children with ASD: The role of parental self-efficacy and social support. Front. Psy. 13.  

[8] Hickey, E. J., Nix, R. L., & Hartley, S. L. (2019). Family emotional climate and children with autism spectrum 

disorder. Journal of autism and developmental disorders, 49, 3244-3256.  

[9] Diagnostic, A. (2013). statistical manual of mental disorders, (DSM-5) Washington. DC: American Psychiatric 

Association. 

[10] Ghanouni, P., Jarus, T., Zwicker, J. G., Lucyshyn, J., Chauhan, S., & Moir, C. (2019). Perceived barriers and 

existing challenges in participation of children with autism spectrum disorders:“He did not understand and no one else 

seemed to understand him”. Journal of autism and developmental disorders, 49(8), 3136-3145. 

[11] Schnabel, A., Youssef, G. J., Hallford, D. J., Hartley, E. J., McGillivray, J. A., Stewart, M., ... & Austin, D. W. 

(2020). Psychopathology in parents of children with autism spectrum disorder: A systematic review and meta-analysis 

of prevalence. Autism, 24(1), 26-40. 

[12] Hayes, S. A., & Watson, S. L. (2013). The impact of parenting stress: A meta-analysis of studies comparing the 

experience of parenting stress in parents of children with and without autism spectrum disorder. Journal of autism and 

developmental disorders, 43(3), 629-642. 

[13] Bandura, A. (1977). Self-efficacy: toward a unifying theory of behavioral change. Psychological review, 84(2), 

191. 

[14] May, C., Fletcher, R., Dempsey, I., & Newman, L. (2015). Modeling relations among coparenting quality, 

autism-specific parenting self-efficacy, and parenting stress in mothers and fathers of children with 

ASD. Parenting, 15(2), 119-133. 

[15] Stephenson, K. G., Fenning, R. M., Macklin, E. A., Lu, F., Norris, M., Steinberg-Epstein, R., & Butter, E. M. 

(2023). Child behavior problems and parenting stress in underserved families of children with ASD: Investigation of 

family resources and parenting self-efficacy. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 53(10), 3787-3798. 

[16] Strauss, K., Servadio, M., Valeri, G., Casula, L., Vicari, S., & Fava, L. (2024). Association between child 

behavioural problems and parenting stress in autism spectrum disorders: The role of parenting 

6



self-efficacy. International Journal of Developmental Disabilities, 70(1), 49-58. 

[17] Boyraz, G., & Sayger, T. V. (2011). Psychological well-being among fathers of children with and without 

disabilities: The role of family cohesion, adaptability, and paternal self-efficacy. American journal of men’s health, 5(4), 

286-296. 

[18] Taylor, S. E., & Stanton, A. L. (2007). Coping resources, coping processes, and mental health. Annu. Rev. Clin. 

Psychol., 3, 377-401. 

[19] Liu, C., Su, W., & Zhan, X. (2022, June). The Influence of Parental Warmth and Family Rearing Style on College 

Students’ Creativity Tendency: The Mediating Role of General Self-Efficacy. In 2022 8th International Conference on 

Humanities and Social Science Research (ICHSSR 2022) (pp. 1702-1709). Atlantis Press. 

[20] Abidin, R. R. (1995). Parenting Stress Index, 3rd Edn. Odessa, FL: Psychological Assessment Resources. 

[21] Gibaud-Wallston, J. (1977). Self-esteem and situational stress: Factors related to sense of competence in new 

parents. Peabody College for Teachers of Vanderbilt University. 

[22] Peng, Y. M., Liu, Q., & Zhou, S. J. (2012). Factorial structure of Parenting Sense of Competence Scale in Chinese 

parents. Chinese Journal of Clinical Psychology. 

[23] Gresham, F. M., & Elliott, S. N. (2008). Social skills improvement system: Rating scales. Bloomington, MN: 

Pearson Assessments. 

[24] Jones, T. L., & Prinz, R. J. (2005). Potential roles of parental self-efficacy in parent and child adjustment: A 

review. Clinical psychology review, 25(3), 341-363. 

[25] Crnic, K., & Ross, E. (2017). Parenting stress and parental efficacy. In Parental stress and early child 

development: Adaptive and maladaptive outcomes (pp. 263-284). Cham: Springer International Publishing. 

[26] Guajardo, N. R., Snyder, G., & Petersen, R. (2009). Relationships among parenting practices, parental stress, 

child behaviour, and children’s social‐cognitive development. Infant and Child Development: An International Journal 

of Research and Practice, 18(1), 37-60. 

 
 

7




