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Focus on negative behaviors

• Research has focused on negative or problematic 

behaviors of  children with ASD and their negative 

impact on parents

• Children with ASD exhibit positive behaviors

• Positive behaviors shape parenting experiences



A Shift in Focus



Parental Attributions

White & Barrowclough, 1998
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Attribution Theory

Locus of  Control

Internal: personality or 
skills

External: 
situational/environment

Stability

Causes don’t fluctuate 
over time

Causes fluctuate over 
time

Controllability

One can control

One cannot control

Weiner, 1985; Whittingham, Sofronoff, Sheffield, & Sanders, 2008



Goals of  the Present Study

1) Compare parental attributions for positive child behavior in 
parents who have a child with ASD vs. parents who have a 
typically developing (TD) child

2) Examine the association between parental attributions for 
the child with ASD’s positive behavior and parent affect and 
closeness in the parent-child relationship

3) Evaluate the association between child and parent factors 
and parental attributions for the child with ASD’s positive 
behavior 



Sample



Methods

• Parental Attributions

• Parental Attribution Questionnaire (PAQ; Whittingham et al., 2008) 

• Parent-Child Relationship

• Bengtson Positive Affect Scale (PAI; Roberts & Bengtson, 1991)

• Parental Affect

• Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) 

• Child Behavior Problems

• Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001)

• Severity of  Child Autism Symptoms

• Social Responsiveness Scale- Second Edition (SRS2; Constantino & Gruber, 2012) 

• Functional Skills

• Adaptive Behavior Assessment System- 2nd Edition.  (ABAS-2; Harrison & Oakland, 2003) 



Parental Attribution Questionnaire



Data Analysis

Aim 1:

Level 1 Model: Attributions (Locus of  Control, Stability, Controllability) = β1j (mother) + β2j (father)

Level 2 Model: β1j = γ3 (group) + γ4 (household income) + γ5 (mother education) + u1j

β2j = γ6 (group) + γ7 (household income) + γ8 (father education) + u2j

Aim 2: 

Level 1 Model: Parent Outcomes (Positive and Negative Affect, Parent Child Relationship) = β1j (mother) + β2j (father)

Level 2 Model: β1j = γ3 (child ABAS) + γ4 (child gender) + γ5 (child age) + γ6 (parent education) + γ7 (parent ethnicity) + γ8 (household 

income) + γ9 (child CBCL) + γ10 (child SRS) + γ11 (locus of  control) + γ12 (stability) + γ13 (controllability) + u1j

β1j = γ14 (child ABAS) + γ15 (child gender) + γ16 (child age) + γ17 (parent education) + γ18 (parent ethnicity) + γ19 (household income) + γ20 

(child CBCL) + γ21 (child SRS) + γ22 (locus of  control) + γ23 (stability) + γ24 (controllability) + u2j

Aim 3: 

Level 1 Model: Attributions (Locus of  Control, Stability, Controllability) = β1j (mother) + β2j (father)

Level 2 Model: β1j = γ3 (child ABAS) + γ4 (child gender) + γ5 (child age) + γ6 (parent education) + γ7 (parent ethnicity) + γ8 (household 

income) + γ9 (child CBCL) + γ10 (child SRS) + u1j

β1j = γ14 (child ABAS) + γ15 (child gender) + γ16 (child age) + γ17 (parent education) + γ18 (parent ethnicity) + γ19 (household income) + γ20 

(child CBCL) + γ21 (child SRS) + u2j



Aim 1 Results



Aim 1 Key Results

Diminished positivity effect in ASD group

Negative societal view of  ASD

Context of  high parenting stress

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

LOC Control

Mothers

ASD

Comparison

* **

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

LOC Stable Control

Fathers

ASD

Comparison

**



Aim 2 Results



Aim 2 Results

• Father ratings of  
behavior problems 
(+) 

• Mom income (-)

• Father ratings of  
behavior problems (-
) 

• Mother and father 
ratings of  stability 
(+)

• Mother ratings of  
functional skills and 
child age (+)

• Mother and Father 
ratings of  behavior 
problems (-) 



Aim 2 Key Results

• Closeness in the parent-

child relationship

• Sensitive and warm 

parenting behaviors



Aim 3 Results



Aim 3 Results

• Mother ratings 
of  behavior 
problems (-) and 
child age (+)

• Mother ratings 
of  functional 
skills and child 
age (+)

• Father ratings 
of  behavior 
problems (-) 

• Father 
education (+)



Aim 3 Key Results

• Aim 3: Child parent 

factors

• Higher levels of  child 

impairment

• Older children



Implications

• Interventions altering parental 

attributions should focus on positive 

child behaviors, in addition to negative 

behavior problems. 

• Altering parental attributions may lead 

to closer parent-child relationships in 

families of  children with ASD 



Strengths and Limitations

Strengths

• Mothers and fathers

• Comparison group

• Multilevel modeling

• Narrow child age range

Limitations

• Homogenous sample

• Positive event may not be 

representative of  parental attributions 

broadly

• Shared method variance

• Cross-sectional
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Questions?
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