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Introduction

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a lifelong neurodevelopmental disorder, characterised by
persistent difficulties in social communication and interaction, as well as restricted and repetitive
patterns of behaviour, interests, and activities (Talantseva et al.,, 2023). The condition presents a
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continuum of severity and functional impairment resulting in a spectrum of support needs across the
lifespan. Individuals with ASD differ in the degree of support they require, ranging from functioning
independently to requiring significant and continuous support in educational, social, and activities of
daily living (van Niekerk et al., 2023). Thus, caring for a child with ASD often calls for substantial
parental involvement in behavioural management, educational support, therapy attendance, and
daily activities. This causes mothers of children with ASD, who commonly assume the greatest
caregiving responsibility, to be at high risk of stress, social isolation, caregiver burden, and reduced
psychological wellbeing in comparison to parents of typically developing children or those with other
developmental conditions (Hayes & Watson, 2013; van Niekerk et al., 2023). Given the increasing
prevalence of ASD in the world, as well as the extensive support needs associated with the condition,
understanding factors that promote maternal wellbeing, including self-care practices, has become an
important area of research (Zeidan et al., 2022).

Global estimates indicate that ASD affects about 0.76% of the population, equivalent to about 1 in 132
individuals (Issac et al., 2025; Zeidan et al., 2022). Notably, higher prevalence rates have been reported
in high-income countries due to more developed diagnostic services, increased awareness, and
screening programmes (Hodges et al., 2020). Nevertheless, there are substantial disparities across
regions, especially in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). This is attributed to inadequate
surveillance systems, limited diagnostic capacity, and inconsistent reporting practices that obscure
accurate prevalence estimates (Franz et al., 2023; Zeidan et al., 2022). The African context indicates
that ASD remains under-researched despite growing recognition of developmental disabilities.
Existing evidence highlights shortages of trained professionals, limited diagnostic infrastructure, and
insufficient autism-related services across many countries on the continent (Franz et al., 2023).

Emerging evidence in the Kenyan context shows increasing recognition of ASD, especially in urban
settings. A population-based survey by Mamah et al. (2022) reported the presence of autistic traits
among approximately 0.6% of adolescents and young adults in selected Kenyan populations.
However, the true burden of ASD remains inadequately documented due to insufficient
epidemiological surveillance and diagnostic resources. Equally, families often shoulder the
responsibility of managing the complex developmental, behavioural, and social needs associated with
ASD with minimal institutional support (Lusimbo et al., 2024).

Prevailing research consistently indicates that mothers of children with ASD experience significantly
higher levels of stress, depression, emotional exhaustion, and social isolation compared to parents of
neuro-typical children or children with other developmental conditions (Dira et al., 2024; Hayes &
Watson, 2013). Psychological wellbeing is a crucial determinant of both caregiving functioning and
child developmental outcomes. According to Ryff (2014), psychological wellbeing is a
multidimensional construct encompassing self-acceptance, positive relations with others, autonomy,
environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth. Furthermore, it emphasises positive
psychological functioning and resilience in the face of adversity (Ryff, 2023). Evidence shows that
caregivers with higher psychological wellbeing demonstrate better coping abilities, stronger family
relationships, improved emotional regulation, and greater capacity to support children with
developmental disabilities (McGlinchey et al., 2024). The Kenyan context demonstrates that caregivers
of children with ASD face challenges like delayed diagnosis, high therapy costs, limited educational
opportunities, inadequate professional support, and social exclusion (Lusimbo et al., 2024).

Despite great research attention on the caregiver burden among families of children with ASD, there
is limited empirical evidence on the relationship between self-care practices and psychological
wellbeing in Kenya and other LMIC settings. Existing evidence focuses mainly on caregiving
challenges, stigma, financial strain, and service gaps, with limited attention to protective behaviours
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necessary to enhance caregiver wellbeing (Masaba et al., 2022; Lusimbo et al., 2024). Equally, there is
insufficient evidence on how self-care practices influence psychological wellbeing among mothers
caring for children with ASD in urban Kenyan settings.

This study sought to examine self-care practices among mothers of children with ASD enrolled in
special needs schools in Nairobi County, to determine their association with psychological wellbeing.
Specifically, the study aimed to identify levels of self-care practices, assess levels of psychological
wellbeing, determine the relationship between self-care practices and psychological wellbeing, and
explore socio-demographic and child-related factors influencing engagement in self-care.

Theoretical Framework

Three complementary theories informed this study. Lazarus and Folkman’s Transactional Model of
Stress and Coping conceptualised caregiving stress as a dynamic interaction between individuals and
their environments, emphasising the role of appraisal and coping strategies in determining
psychological outcomes (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Second, Orem’s Self-Care Deficit Theory
highlighted the importance of self-care behaviours in maintaining health and wellbeing, and
recognised that caregiving demands can create barriers to effective self-care (Tanaka, 2022). Third,
Ryff’s Psychological Wellbeing Theory introduced a multidimensional framework for understanding
positive psychological functioning and resilience in challenging circumstances (Ryff, 2014).

Research Design

The study employed a quantitative correlational research design to examine the relationship between
self-care practices and psychological wellbeing. The choice of a correlational design was appropriate
as the objective was to determine the nature, direction, and strength of the relationship among
naturally occurring variables without manipulation or intervention (Johnson & Christensen, 2020).
According to Creswell and Creswell (2022), a research design provides the overall framework guiding
the collection, measurement, and analysis of data to address a research problem. Thus, the
correlational design was considered suitable for measuring and facilitating the application of
inferential statistics to determine associations between variables (Kazdin, 2023). Nevertheless, since
the study employed a cross-sectional correlational design, it was limited in its ability to examine
relationships at a single point in time and could not establish causal links between self-care practices
and psychological well-being. Thus, the findings should be interpreted cautiously to indicate
associations, but not cause-and-effect relationships.

Study Population

Nairobi County was selected as the study setting because it hosts a substantial number of both public
and private special needs schools serving children diagnosed with ASD. The target population
involved biological or foster mothers who were the primary caregivers of children aged 6-12 years
with a formal ASD diagnosis and enrolled in selected special needs schools within the county. The
study followed a multi-stage sampling approach. First, purposive sampling was used to select only
special needs schools, both public and private, that enrol children with ASD. This enabled access to a
specific target population that would be difficult to identify in the general population. After selecting
twenty schools, a sampling frame of eligible mothers was developed from the school enrolment
records, yielding 387 eligible mothers. Then, the sample size was determined using Yamane’s (1967)
formula, which is appropriate for estimating sample sizes from a known population size.

=_N =__ 38 _
n= TN = 870,052 197

Thus, a sample of 197 participants was obtained at a 95% confidence level and a 5% margin of error.
The study sample was distributed proportionally based on the number of eligible mothers in each
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school. This approach was crucial in ensuring inclusion of participants who met the study criteria,
while also providing an adequate sample size for statistical analysis and representation of the
accessible population.

Research Tools

Data collection was conducted using a structured self-administered questionnaire consisting of three
sections. The first section involved researcher-developed items capturing socio-demographic and
child-related characteristics, such as age, marital status, education level, employment status,
household income, and child’s age, age at diagnosis, comorbid conditions, and access to support
services. The second section involved assessment of self-care practices using the Self-Care Assessment
Worksheet for Parents developed by Saakvitne, Pearlman, and the Traumatic Stress Institute (1996).
The tool measured engagement in physical, emotional, social, spiritual, and caregiving-balance self-
care activities using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Never) to 5 (Very Often/ Always). Higher
scores indicate greater engagement in self-care practices. The third section entailed measuring
psychological wellbeing using Ryff’s Psychological Wellbeing Scale (RPWB), a validated 42-item
instrument assessing six dimensions of wellbeing: autonomy, environmental mastery, personal
growth, positive relations with others, purpose in life, and self-acceptance (Ryff, 2014). The responses
were recorded on a six-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree, with higher
scores indicating greater psychological well-being.

Reliability

A pilot study involving 20 mothers of children with ASD was conducted to assess procedural
feasibility, participant comprehension, and instrument performance before the main survey. The pilot
study sample represented approximately 10% of the main survey sample, which is generally sufficient
to identify procedural and measurement-related issues before conducting the main survey. The pilot
testing facilitated refinement of study procedures and supported ethical implementation of the
research process (Creswell & Creswell, 2022). The reliability of instruments utilised was evaluated
using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients. Values of 0.70 or higher were considered an acceptable indicator
of internal consistency (Hussey et al., 2025).

Validity

Content validity involved expert review by psychologists, special needs education specialists, and
research methodology experts. Face validity was assessed during pilot testing to detect if the
questionnaire items were clear and relevant. Construct validity was established through prior
psychometric evaluations of the Self-Care Assessment Worksheet and Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being
Scale (El-Osta et al., 2023; Dojchinovski et al., 2024).

Data Collection Procedure

Data collection occurred in April and May 2026, following ethical approval and institutional
authorisation, during which questionnaires were distributed to the selected schools with the
assistance of the administrators. Informed consent was obtained from respondents who volunteered
before data collection. The self-administered format ensured anonymity, reduced interviewer bias,
and allowed respondents to complete the questionnaire at their convenience. For ease of data
collection, an online survey tool was utilised, and the link to the questionnaire was forwarded to
sampled respondents.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) Version 28,
and statistical significance was set at p < .05. Frequencies, means, percentages, and standard
deviations summarised the characteristics of respondents and study variables. The Pearson
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correlation analysis examined the relationship between self-care practices and psychological
wellbeing, while regression analyses determined predictive relationships. Chi-square tests examined
associations between socio-demographic and child-related factors and self-care practices.

Results

The survey received 158 completed questionnaires out of the 197 distributed to mothers of children
with ASD enrolled in selected special needs schools in Nairobi County. However, only 148
questionnaires were complete and suitable for analysis, giving a valid response rate of 75%. The
response rate exceeded the recommended threshold for minimising non-response bias (Brooks et al.,
2022).

Levels of Self-Care Practices
The findings on the levels of self-care practices among the mothers are shown below.

Table 1: Levels of Self-Care Practices among Mothers of Children with ASD

Self-Care Level Frequency Percentage (%)
Low 5 3.4%

Moderate 58 39.2%

High 85 57.4%

Total 148 100.0%

The findings demonstrated that 57.4% of respondents reported high levels of self-care, 39.2% reported
moderate levels, and only 3.4% reported low levels of self-care. The findings also included domain
scores, which represented the average total score across all items within a specific self-care domain.

Table 2: Scores for Self-Care Domains

Domain Domain Score Mean (Item) SD Level
Physical Self-Care 18.53 3.71 0.63 High
Emotional Self-Care 18.07 3.61 0.81 Moderate
Social Self-Care 18.09 3.62 0.81 Moderate
Spiritual Self-Care 19.19 3.84 0.57 High
Professional Self-Care 18.47 3.69 0.75 High
Overall Self-Care 92.35 3.69 0.714 High

Since each domain comprised five items measured on a five-point Likert scale, the minimum possible
domain score was 5, and the maximum was 25. The mean score represents the average score per item
within each domain and was used to determine the level of self-care practice. Mean scores ranging
from 1.00-2.33 were interpreted as low, 2.34-3.66 as moderate, and 3.67-5.00 as high levels of self-care.
Higher mean scores indicate greater engagement in self-care activities within the respective domain.

Overall self-care findings revealed generally favourable engagement in self-care activities, with a
domain-mean self-care score of 92.35 out of 125 and a mean item score of 3.69 out of 5. The domain of
spiritual self-care emerged as the most frequently practised (M =3.84, SD = 0.57), followed by physical
(M =3.71, SD = 0.63) and professional (M = 3.69, SD = 0.75) self-care domains. The emotional (M =
3.61, SD = 0.81) and social self-care (M = 3.62, SD = 4.07) domains showed comparatively lower levels
of engagement. This suggested challenges in maintaining emotional renewal and social connectedness
while fulfilling caregiving responsibilities. The findings on self-care practices indicate that despite the
considerable demands associated with caring for children with ASD, many mothers actively engaged
in practices to maintain their wellbeing. However, the lower participation in emotional and self-care
practices highlights a need for additional support in these areas.
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Levels of Psychological Wellbeing

The findings for the psychological wellbeing variable, using Ryff’s Psychological Wellbeing Scale,
categorised scores into three levels: low, moderate, and high wellbeing. Using the 6-point Likert Scale,
the levels were determined by dividing 5 by 3 to yield 1.67, where low psychological wellbeing ranged
from 1.00 - 2.67, moderate level ranged from 2.68 - 4.34, and high level ranged from 4.35 - 6.00.

Table 3: Levels of Psychological Wellbeing among Mothers of Children with ASD

Psychological Wellbeing Level Frequency Percentage (%)
Low 19 12.8

Moderate 78 52.7

High 51 34.5

Total 148 100.0

About 52.7% of the respondents showed moderate psychological well-being, 34.5% reported high
well-being, and 12.8% reported low well-being. Study findings also demonstrated favourable
psychological wellbeing, with an overall mean score of 165.98 (SD = 7.26).

Table 4: Mean Scores of Psychological Wellbeing Dimensions

Psychological Wellbeing Dimension Domain Score SD Mean (Item)
Autonomy 28.97 3.17 414
Environmental Mastery 25.51 4.49 3.64
Personal Growth 28.86 3.03 412
Positive Relations with Others 28.34 3.50 4.05
Purpose in Life 27.66 3.55 3.95
Self-Acceptance 26.64 3.47 3.81
Overall Psychological Wellbeing 165.98 7.26 3.95

The six dimensions of psychological wellbeing, involving autonomy (M = 4.14, SD = 3.17) and
personal growth (M = 412, SD = 3.03), had the highest mean scores. This showed strong
independence, resilience, and personal development among respondents. Positive relations with
others (M = 4.05, SD = 3.50), purpose in life (M = 3.95, SD = 3.55), and self-acceptance (M = 3.81, SD =
3.47) also demonstrated favourable outcomes. In contrast, environmental mastery (M = 3.64, SD =
4.49) recorded the lowest scores, suggesting difficulties balancing caregiving demands with financial,
occupational, and family responsibilities.

Associations between Self-Care Practices and Psychological Wellbeing
The relationship between self-care practices and psychological wellbeing was determined using
Pearson correlation analysis.

Table 5: Pearson Correlation between Overall Self-Care Practices and Psychological Wellbeing

Variables T p-value Interpretation
Overall Self-Care Practices and Psychological Wellbeing 0.251 .002** Positive Significant Relationship
*%

p<.01

This revealed a statistically significant positive relationship between overall self-care practices and
psychological wellbeing (r = .251, p = .002). Despite the relationship being weak according to Cohen’s
(1988) criteria, the findings indicate that mothers who engaged more frequently in self-care activities
tended to report higher levels of psychological well-being.
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Table 6: Correlation between Self-Care Domains and Psychological Wellbeing

Self-Care Domain r p-value Interpretation

Physical Self-Care -0.015 .860 No Significant Relationship

Emotional Self-Care 0.238 .004** Weak Positive Significant Relationship
Social Self-Care 0.258 .002** Weak Positive Significant Relationship
Spiritual Self-Care 0.378 <.007*** Moderate Positive Significant Relationship
Professional Self-Care 0.230 .005** Weak Positive Significant Relationship

**p <.01; ***p <.001

Further, an examination of the relationship between individual self-care domains and psychological
wellbeing was conducted and revealed that spiritual self-care demonstrated the strongest association
(r =.378, p <.001). This represented a moderate positive relationship. Emotional self-care (r = .238, p
=.004), social self-care (r = .258, p = .002), and professional self-care (r = .230, p = .005) also showed
statistically significant positive associations. However, physical self-care was not significantly
associated with psychological wellbeing (r = —.015, p = .860).

Table 7: Simple Linear Regression Analysis Predicting Psychological Wellbeing from Self-Care Practices

Statistics Value
R 251
R2 .063
Adjusted R? 056
F 9.84
p-value .002

Analysis using simple linear regression yielded F(1,146) = 9.84, p = .002, indicating that self-care
practices significantly predicted psychological well-being and explained about 6.3% of the variance in
well-being scores (R? = .063). The findings suggest that despite self-care practices contributing
positively to psychological wellbeing and varying across the domains, caregiving wellbeing is
multidimensional in nature.

Socio-Demographic and Child-related Factors Influencing Self-Care Practices

The examination of factors influencing self-care practices involved multiple linear regression analysis,
which established the independent contribution of selected predictor variables to self-care practices,
as shown.

Table 8: Multiple Linear Regression Model Summary Predicting Self-Care Practices

Statistics Value
R 568
R2 323
Adjusted R? 229
F 3.42
p-value <.001

The regression model was statistically significant, F (19,128) = 3.42, p <.001, explaining approximately
32.3% of the variance in self-care practices, with income emerging as the strongest independent
predictor (B = -0.870, p = .002). After adjusting for socio-demographic and child-related factors, the
model accounted for 22.9% of the variance in self-care scores. The correlation coefficient (R = .568)
indicates a moderate positive relationship between the set of predictor variables and self-care
practices. Self-employed mothers tended to report lower self-care scores than formally employed
mothers (B = -0.243, p = .099), whereas mothers with higher educational attainment reported slightly
higher self-care scores than other groups. Maternal age (p = .955) and child age (p = .366) were not
significant predictors of self-care practices.
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The bivariate level analysis showed that education level (x2 = 15.84, p = .045), employment status (x?
= 13.97, p = .030), household income (x? = 24.76, p < .001), presence of other diagnosed conditions
besides ASD (x2 =16.82, p = .002), duration since diagnosis (x? = 10.54, p = .032), and access to support
services (x2 = 18.63, p <.001) demonstrated statistically significant associations with self-care practice
levels. Mothers with higher education levels, stable employment, higher household incomes, longer
caregiving experience, and greater access to support services reported higher engagement in self-care
activities.

Child-related factors also influenced self-care practices, as mothers of children with an ASD diagnosis
only reported lower levels than those caring for children with other diagnoses like Attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), intellectual disability or epilepsy (x> = 16.82, p = .002).
Further, duration since diagnosis was also associated with self-care practices (x2 = 10.54, p = .032).
However, child age was not significantly associated with self-care practices.

The findings suggest that socio-economic resources, particularly household income, exert a greater
influence on self-care practices than demographic characteristics such as age, marital status, education
level, or employment status. In general, the findings show that both individual and contextual factors
influence mothers’ capacity to engage in self-care. This highlights the importance of socio-economic
resources and support systems in promoting caregiver wellbeing.

Self-Care Practices among Mothers of Children with ASD

Study findings suggest that many mothers of children with ASD enrolled in special needs schools in
Nairobi County recognise self-care as an essential component of effective caregiving. This is consistent
with Larson (2024), who reported that caregivers participating in wellness programmes demonstrated
greater resilience, lower emotional exhaustion, and enhanced caregiving capacity. However, the study
findings contrast with studies reporting lower levels of self-care among caregivers. Patel et al. (2025)
found that 55% of parents of children with ASD never exercised and 70% never participated in
recreational physical activities. Similarly, Rakovec and Videmsek (2024) reported that only 23% of
social workers engaged in daily self-care practices.

Findings point to mothers of children with ASD having embraced measures to improve self-care
practices. Sartor et al. (2023) report that stronger coping resources are associated with lower parenting
stress and better wellbeing among parents of children with ASD. Given that autism caregivers
experience significantly higher stress levels than non-autism caregivers (Warreman et al., 2023), self-
care appears to function as an important protective strategy.

The spiritual self-care domain emerged as the most embraced practice. This aligns with Shokouhi-
Tabar et al. (2025) findings that spiritual practices such as prayer, faith-based reflection, and religious
participation may enhance resilience, hope, and emotional adjustment among caregivers. Physical
self-care followed, reflecting efforts to maintain health through exercise, nutrition, rest, and healthcare
utilisation, which are particularly important given the demanding nature of ASD caregiving
(Marsack-Topolewski et al., 2021). Emotional self-care and social self-care recorded the lowest scores,
although both remained within the moderate range. These lower scores may reflect caregiving
pressures, limited time, stigma, and a tendency among mothers to prioritise their children’s needs
over their own emotional and social wellbeing (Papadopoulos, 2021; Mkabile et al., 2021). Overall, the
findings indicate that mothers of children with ASD in Nairobi County have embraced self-care as an
important coping mechanism.

Psychological Wellbeing of Mothers
The study demonstrated that despite substantial caregiving demands associated with ASD, many
mothers had developed adaptive coping mechanisms that supported positive psychological
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functioning. Study findings contrast with studies reporting high levels of psychological distress
among caregivers of children with ASD. Larson (2024) demonstrated that 60% of caregivers were at
risk of depression and 52% reported stress levels above population norms, while Patel et al. (2025)
documented low engagement in self-care behaviours that increased vulnerability to psychological
distress. However, the study findings suggest that resilience, adaptive coping, and social support have
the potential to buffer negative effects of caregiving stress (Dimachkie Nunnally et al., 2023; Sanchez
Amate & Luque de la Rosa, 2024).

The six dimensions of wellbeing revealed autonomy having the highest score, followed closely by
personal growth and positive relations with others. The findings show that most mothers perceived
themselves as independent decision-makers, experienced personal development through caregiving,
and maintained supportive social relationships. Higgins et al. (2023) assert that experiences gained by
parents of children with ASD in their caregiving approaches contribute to increased self-efficacy and
confidence, which, in turn, enhance autonomy. The dimensions of purpose in life and self-acceptance
also demonstrated favourable outcomes. This suggests that many mothers derived meaning from their
caregiving role and had accepted their child’s diagnosis and associated challenges (Rizzo et al., 2024;
Da Paz et al., 2018).

Positive social relations contribute to wellbeing, with evidence showing that social support
significantly improves psychological outcomes among caregivers of children with ASD (Rezq et al,,
2025). However, despite the levels being generally favourable, the predominance of moderate rather
than high wellbeing suggests that caregiving challenges continue to exert psychological pressure.
Thus, there is a need for resilience-based perspectives that view wellbeing as the ability to adapt and
function positively despite continued caregiving challenges (Xavier et al.,, 2025). Generally, the
findings demonstrate considerable resilience among mothers of children with ASD and highlight
interventions needed for strengthening social support, improving access to services and reducing
caregiving burdens.

Relationship between Self-Care Practices and Psychological Wellbeing

The study findings support Orem’s Self-Care Deficit Theory, which posits that self-care behaviours
help individuals maintain health, manage stress, and preserve well-being (Tanaka, 2022). Further,
they are consistent with previous studies that have demonstrated the protective role of self-care
among caregivers of children with developmental disabilities. Bourke-Taylor et al. (2021) reported
elevated symptoms of depression (58%), anxiety (52%), and stress (68%) among mothers of children
with disabilities. Equally, the study established that better mental health was associated with frequent
engagement in health-promoting behaviours. Larson (2024) also found that 60% of caregivers were at
risk of depression, while 52% reported high stress levels before participating in a self-care programme.

The self-care domains revealed notable differences in their associations with psychological well-being.
Previous studies have similarly linked spirituality to improved resilience and psychosocial outcomes
(Zoromba & El-Gazar, 2026), social support to reduced parenting stress (Ajayi et al., 2024), and
mindfulness-based interventions to lower parental stress (Peng et al., 2025). In contrast, the domain of
physical self-care showed no significant relationship with psychological wellbeing. The findings
suggest that the benefit of physical health behaviours may operate indirectly via improved sleep
quality, stress reduction, and emotional regulation rather than directly influencing wellbeing (Russell
et al., 2023).

Generally, the findings support both Orem’s Self-Care Deficit Theory and Ryff’s Psychological Well-
Being Model (Ryff, 2023), indicating that self-care is a valuable psychological resource that promotes
resilience, adaptation, and positive functioning among mothers caring for children with ASD.
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Influence of Socio-Demographic and Child-Related Factors

The findings demonstrated that household income was one of the strongest predictors of self-care
practices. This highlighted the importance of socio-economic resources in facilitating access to
healthcare, counselling, nutritious food, respite care, and other wellbeing-supporting services (WHO,
2025; Masaba et al., 2022). Further, the findings that higher educational attainment is associated with
greater participation in self-care activities are supported by Dira et al. (2024), who noted that education
enhances caregivers’ ability to access information, support services, and health-promoting resources.
Further, education improved health literacy regarding ASD and available interventions, thus reducing
uncertainty and strengthening adaptive coping (Rojas-Torres et al., 2020). Equally, Rizzo et al. (2024)
found that resilience was negatively associated with caregiver burden, suggesting that greater coping
resources contribute to better psychosocial adjustment. The employment status domain was
associated with higher self-care levels. Tokic et al. (2023) reported significant differences in wellbeing
and self-care by employment status. Further, Gnanasekaran et al. (2016) assert that employment can
influence self-care through increased financial security, greater capacity for social interaction, and
access to support services.

Child-related factors also contributed to levels of self-care, as depicted by the presence of
comorbidities like ADHD or intellectual disabilities contributing to lower self-care levels. Alkas
Karaca et al. (2026) found that ASD severity, behavioural challenges, and sensory difficulties
explained 63% of the variation in caregiver burden. This reflects increased caregiving demands among
parents, resulting in low self-care engagement. Duration since diagnosis was associated with greater
engagement in self-care. This suggested that longer duration resulted in adaptation and improved
coping with time (Appah et al., 2025). The domain of access to support services also significantly
enhanced self-care participation, as support groups, counselling, healthcare professionals, and
community programmes provide emotional, informational, and practical resources that reduce
caregiver burden and improve wellbeing (Magidigidi-Mathiso et al., 2025; Verkooijen et al., 2026).
Collectively, these findings support Orem’s Self-Care Deficit Theory, which emphasises that self-care
is shaped by both individual capabilities and environmental conditions.

Practical Implications

Study findings highlight the importance of integrating caregiver well-being into autism intervention
programmes to improve outcomes. There is a need for healthcare professionals, counsellors,
educators, and social workers to routinely assess caregiver wellbeing and provide interventions
necessary to promote self-care, resilience, and adaptive coping. Considerations for support groups,
psychoeducation programmes, caregiver training, and counselling services initiatives are necessary.
This would strengthen the capacity of mothers of children with ASD to manage caregiving demands,
while also preserving their psychological wellbeing.

Key policy interventions involve expanding access to autism services, reducing financial barriers, and
strengthening caregiver support programmes to improve caregivers and child outcomes. Further, the
findings suggest that interventions should recognise the central role of spirituality, social support and
socio-economic resources in the promotion of wellbeing among caregivers of children with ASD.

Limitations

The study findings should be interpreted with consideration of the following limitations. First, the
quantitative correlational design did not permit causal inference on the relationship between self-care
practices and psychological wellbeing. Although a positive association was observed, mothers with
higher psychological well-being may have been more likely to engage in self-care, suggesting
potential bidirectional influences. Second, the use of self-reported measures had the potential to
introduce recall and social desirability bias. Third, the respondents were recruited from selected
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special needs schools within Nairobi County, limiting the generalisability of the findings to caregivers
with children formally enrolled in special needs institutions. Thus, future researchers should consider
longitudinal and mixed-methods studies to explore causal pathways and gain deeper insights into
caregiver experiences.

Conclusion

The findings indicated that mothers of children with ASD maintained moderate to high levels of self-
care practices and generally favourable psychological wellbeing, despite the considerable challenges
and caregiving demands associated with raising a child with ASD. Spiritual self-care was the most
frequently practised domain of self-care, while environmental mastery was comparatively lower,
suggesting that most mothers continue to face difficulties managing external demands and accessing
relevant resources for psychological well-being. The study found that a statistically significant
positive relationship exists between self-care practices and psychological wellbeing. This confirmed
that mothers who engage in self-care more frequently tend to experience better psychological
outcomes. Furthermore, self-care significantly predicted psychological well-being, highlighting its
role as a crucial protective factor for caregiver resilience and adaptation.

Additionally, socio-economic and contextual factors, including household income, employment
status, education level, and access to support services, significantly influenced self-care engagement.
These findings show that caregiver wellbeing is shaped by both individual behaviours and broader
structural conditions. Thus, interventions aimed at improving maternal wellbeing should incorporate
self-care promotion, enhanced support services, caregiver education, and policies that will reduce
financial and social barriers faced by families affected by ASD.

Acknowledgements
The authors acknowledge all participating mothers, special needs schools in Nairobi County, research
assistants and institutional stakeholders who contributed to the successful completion of this study.

References

Ajayi, O., Bankole, E. T., Arowosegbe, C. K., Aroso, S. O., Ojo, A. E., Dada, O. D., & Showole, O. D.
(2024). Social support and parental stress as factors predicting resilience among caregivers of
autistic children. PriMera Scientific Medicine and Public Health, 4(2), 9-16.
https:/ /doi.org/10.56831/PSMPH-04-118.

Alkas Karaca, G. E., Karaca, M. A., Tekden, M., Akarsu, R., & Karacetin, G. (2026). Understanding
caregiver burden in mothers of young children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder: Role
of the sensory profile. Research in Autism, 131, Article 202818.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.reia.2026.202818.

Appah, J., Senoo-Dogbey, V. E., Wuaku, D. A., Akpagloh, M. C., Armah, D., & Laari, L. (2025).
Exploring the Coping resources of caregivers with children diagnosed with autism spectrum
disorders in Southern Ghana. Sage Open Paediatrics, 12, 30502225251374932.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1177/30502225251374932.

Bourke-Taylor, H. M., Joyce, K. S., Morgan, P., Reddihough, D. S., & Tirlea, L. (2021). Maternal and
child factors associated with the health-promoting behaviours of mothers of children with a
developmental disability. Research in Developmental Disabilities, 118, 104069.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2021.104069.

Brooks, H., Baruch, Y., Aguinis, H., & Ballinger, G. A. (2022). Survey response rates: Trends and a

validity assessment framework. Human Relations, 75(8), 1560-1584.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1177/00187267211070769.
Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical power analysis for the behavioural sciences (2nd ed.). Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

478


https://doi.org/10.58721/s0q4m086
https://doi.org/10.56831/PSMPH-04-118
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.reia.2026.202818
https://doi.org/10.1177/30502225251374932
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2021.104069
https://doi.org/10.1177/00187267211070769

Eastern African Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences pisi
Vol. 5 No. 2 (2026): ISSN (Online): 2958-4558 ”%
DOI: https:/ /doi.org/10.58721/s0g4m086 {"# -
Self-Care Practices and Their Association with Psychological Wellbeing among Mothers of Children with Autism %]
in Nairobi County, Kenya

Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2022). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods
approaches (6th ed.). SAGE Publications.

DaPaz, N.S,, Siegel, B., Coccia, M. A., & Epel, E. S. (2018). Acceptance or despair? Maternal adjustment
to having a child diagnosed with autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 48(6),
1971-1981. https:/ /doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3450-4.

Dimachkie Nunnally, A., Factor, R. S., Sturm, A., Valluripalli Soorya, L., Wainer, A., Taylor, S.,
Ponzini, M., Abbeduto, L., & Gulsrud, A. C. (2023). Examining indicators of psychosocial risk
and resilience in parents of autistic children. Frontiers in Behavioural Neuroscience, 17, Article
1102516. https:/ /doi.org/10.3389/fnbeh.2023.1102516.

Dira, P. M. M., Machailo, R. J., & Scholtz, S. (2024). Caregivers' voices: From the world of autism
spectrum disorder. Curationis, 47(1), el-ell. https://doi.org/10.4102/ curationis.v47il1.2519.
Dojchinovski, I., Schnabel, K., Cekrlija, ., & Jovanovska Stojanovska, M. (2024). Macedonian version
of Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being Scale. Psychological Topics, 33(3), 527-551.

https://doi.org/10.31820/pt.33.3.3.

El-Osta, A., Sasco, E. R., Barbanti, E., Ventura, C., Meneghetti, E., & Wauters, M. (2023). Tools for
measuring individual self-care capability: A scoping review. BMC Public Health, 23, Article 1312.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1186/512889-023-16194-6.

Franz, L., Viljoen, M., Askew, S., Brown, M., Dawson, G., Di Martino, ]J. M., Sapiro, G., Sebolai, K.,
Seris, N., Shabalala, N., Stahmer, A., Turner, E. L., & de Vries, P. J. (2023). Autism Caregiver
Coaching in Africa (ACACIA): Protocol for a type 1-hybrid effectiveness-implementation
trial. medRxiv: The Preprint Server for Health Sciences, 9(10), 2329-5331.

Gnanasekaran, S., Choueiri, R., Neumeyer, A., Ajari, O., Shui, A., & Kuhlthau, K. (2016). Impact of
employee benefits on families with children with autism spectrum disorders. Autism: The
International Journal of Research and Practice, 20(5), 616-622.

Hayes, S. A., & Watson, S. L. (2013). The impact of parenting stress: A meta-analysis of studies
comparing parents of children with and without autism spectrum disorder. Journal of Autism
and Developmental Disorders, 43(3), 629-642. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-012-1604-y.

Herrero, R., Diaz, A., & Zueco, ]. (2024). The burden and psychological distress of family caregivers
of individuals with autism spectrum disorder: A gender approach. Journal of Clinical

Medicine, 13(10), 2861. https://doi.org/10.3390/jcm13102861.

Higgins, L., Mannion, A., Chen, J. L., & Leader, G. (2023). Adaptation of parents raising a child with
ASD: The role of positive perceptions, coping, self-efficacy, and social support. Journal of Autism
and Developmental Disorders, 53(3), 1224-1242. https:/ /doi.org/10.1007 /s10803-022-05537-8.

Hodges, H., Fealko, C., & Soares, N. (2020). Autism spectrum disorder: definition, epidemiology,
causes, and clinical evaluation. Translational Pediatrics, 9(Suppl 1), S55-S65.
https://doi.org/10.21037/tp.2019.09.09.

Hussey, 1., Alsalti, T., Bosco, F., Elson, M., & Arslan, R. (2025). An aberrant abundance of Cronbach’s
alpha values at .70. Advances in Methods and Practices in Psychological Science, 8(1), 1-18.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1177/2515245924128712.

Issac, A., Halemani, K., Shetty, A., Thimmappa, L., Vijay, V. R., Koni, K., Mishra, P., & Kapoor, V.

(2025). The global prevalence of autism spectrum disorder in children: A systematic review and
meta-analysis. Osong Public Health and Research Perspectives, 16(1), 3-27.

Johnson, A., & Sampath Kumar, S. (2023). Maternal experiences of caring for a child with autism: A
narrative review of qualitative studies. Indian Journal of Natural Sciences, 14(79), 57965-57970.

Kazdin, A. E. (2023). Research design in Clinical Psychology. (n.p.): Cambridge University Press.

Larson, E. A. (2024). 5Minutes4Myself: Development of a wellness program for caregivers of children
with Autism. Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 91(1), 17-28.

479


https://doi.org/10.58721/s0q4m086
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3450-4
https://doi.org/10.3389/fnbeh.2023.1102516
https://doi.org/10.4102/curationis.v47i1.2519
https://doi.org/10.31820/pt.33.3.3
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-023-16194-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-012-1604-y
https://doi.org/10.3390/jcm13102861
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-022-05537-8
https://doi.org/10.21037/tp.2019.09.09
https://doi.org/10.1177/2515245924128712

Eastern African Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences pisi
Vol. 5 No. 2 (2026): ISSN (Online): 2958-4558 ”%
DOI: https:/ /doi.org/10.58721/s0g4m086

Self-Care Practices and Their Association with Psychological Wellbeing among Mothers of Children with Autism

in Nairobi County, Kenya

Ml

N

Lazarus, R., & Folkman, S. (1984). Stress, appraisal, and coping. Springer.

Leon, A. C,, Davis, L. L., & Kraemer, H. C. (2011). The role and interpretation of pilot studies in
clinical research. Journal of Psychiatric Research, 45(5), 626-629.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychires.2010.10.008.

Lusimbo, L. N., Kinyanjui, D. W., & Chesire, I. J. (2024). Psychiatric morbidity among primary
caregivers of children with neurodevelopmental disorders at a teaching hospital in Kenya.
Pan-African Journal of Health and Environmental Science, 3(2), 90-110.
https:/ /doi.org/10.56893 / ajhes2024v03i02.06.

Magidigidi-Mathiso, L., Frantz, J., & Filies, G. C. (2025). Caregiver capabilities: Healthcare
interventions for children with developmental disabilities. African Journal of Disability, 14, 1563.
https:/ /doi.org/10.4102/ajod.v14i0.1563.

Mamah, D., Mutiso, V., Gitonga, 1., Tele, A., & Ndetei, D. M. (2022). A population-based survey of
autistic traits in Kenyan adolescents and young adults. The South African Journal of Psychiatry:
SA]JP: The Journal of the Society of Psychiatrists of South Africa, 28, 1694.
https:/ /doi.org/10.4102/sajpsychiatry.v28i0.1694.

Marsack-Topolewski, C. N., & Church, H. L. (2019). Impact of caregiver burden on quality of life for
parents of adult children with Autism Spectrum Disorder. American Journal on Intellectual and
Developmental Disabilities, 124(2), 145-156. https:/ /doi.org/10.1352/1944-7558-124.2.145.

Masaba, B. B., Taiswa, J., & Mmusi-Phetoe, R. M. (2021). Challenges of caregivers having children with
autism in Kenya: Systematic review. Iranian Journal of Nursing and Midwifery Research, 26(5), 373-
379. https:/ /doi.org/10.4103/ijnmr IJTNMR_156_20.

McGlinchey, C., Harniess, P., Borek, A. J., Garrood, A., McDonald, A., Boyle, F., Logan, S., & Morris,
C. (2024). What aspects of health and wellbeing are most important to parent carers of children
with disabilities? Health Expectations: An International Journal of Public Participation in Health Care
and Health Policy, 27(3), e14085. https://doi.org/10.1111 /hex.14085.

Mkabile, S., Garrun, K. L., Shelton, M., & Swartz, L. (2021). African families' and caregivers'
experiences of raising a child with intellectual disability: A narrative synthesis of qualitative
studies. African Journal of Disability, 10, 827. https:/ /doi.org/10.4102/ajod.v10i0.827.

Papadopoulos, D. (2021). Mothers' experiences and challenges raising a child with autism spectrum
disorder: A qualitative study. Brain Sciences, 11(3), 309.
https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/brainsci11030309.

Patel, B., Parekh, N., & Rathi, M. (2025). Perception and awareness about autism self-care management
related strategies in parents of autistic children: A quantitative study. International Journal of
Health Sciences and Research, 15(11), 123-137. https://doi.org/10.52403 /ijhsr.20251117.

Peng, Q., Dong, Y., Jin, J., Ao, H., Zhang, C., & Ma, Y. (2025). The effectiveness of mindfulness-based
interventions for children with autism and their parents: A systematic review and meta-
analysis. Frontiers in Psychology, 16, 1526001. https:/ /doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1526001.

Rakovec, P., & Videmsek, P. (2024). Self-care among Slovenian social workers: Understanding and
barriers to self-care. Journal of Social Work Practice, 38(3), 349-362.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1080/02650533.2024.2362662.

Rimer, B. K., Viswanath, K.., & Glanz, K. (2015). Health Behaviour: Theory, Research, and

Practice. Wiley.

Rizzo, A., Sorrenti, L., Commendatore, M., Mautone, A., Caparello, C., Maggio, M. G., Ozaslan, A.,
Karaman, H., Yildirim, M., & Filippello, P. (2024). Caregivers of children with Autism Spectrum
Disorders: The role of guilt sensitivity and support. Journal of Clinical Medicine, 13(14), 4249.
https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/jcm13144249.

480


https://doi.org/10.58721/s0q4m086
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychires.2010.10.008
https://doi.org/10.56893/ajhes2024v03i02.06
https://doi.org/10.4102/ajod.v14i0.1563
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajpsychiatry.v28i0.1694
https://doi.org/10.1352/1944-7558-124.2.145
https://doi.org/10.4103/ijnmr.IJNMR_156_20
https://doi.org/10.1111/hex.14085
https://doi.org/10.4102/ajod.v10i0.827
https://doi.org/10.3390/brainsci11030309
https://doi.org/10.52403/ijhsr.20251117
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1526001
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650533.2024.2362662
https://doi.org/10.3390/jcm13144249

Eastern African Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences pisi
Vol. 5 No. 2 (2026): ISSN (Online): 2958-4558 ”%
DOI: https:/ /doi.org/10.58721/s0g4m086 {"# -
Self-Care Practices and Their Association with Psychological Wellbeing among Mothers of Children with Autism %]
in Nairobi County, Kenya

Rojas-Torres, L. P., Alonso-Esteban, Y., & Alcantud-Marin, F. (2020). Early intervention with parents
of children with autism spectrum disorders: A review of programs. Children (Basel,
Switzerland), 7(12), 294. https://doi.org/10.3390/ children7120294.

Russell, M., Baldwin, C. M., & Quan, S. F. (2023). Exploring sleep in caregivers of children with
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and the Relationship to Health-Related Quality of Life
(HRQoL) and Family Quality of Life (FQoL). Medicina, 59(12), 2132.
https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/ medicina59122132.

Ryff C. D. (2023). Contributions of Eudaimonic Well-Being to Mental Health Practice. Mental health
and social inclusion, 27(4), 276-293. https://doi.org/10.1108 /mhsi-12-2022-0091.

Ryff, C. D. (2014). Psychological well-being revisited: Advances in the science and practice of

eudaimonia. Psychotherapy and Psychosomatics, 83(1), 10-28.

Saakvitne, K. W., Pearlman, L. A., & Traumatic Stress Institute. (1996). Transforming the pain: A
workbook on vicarious traumatisation. 91st ed.). W.W. Norton & Company.

Sanchez Amate, J. J., & Luque de la Rosa, A. (2024). The effect of autism spectrum disorder on family
mental health: challenges, emotional impact, and coping strategies. Brain Sciences, 14(11), 1116.
https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/brainsci14111116.

Sartor, T., Sons, S., Kuhn, J. T., & Troster, H. (2023). Coping resources and stress due to demands in
parents to children with autism spectrum disorder. Frontiers in Rehabilitation Sciences, 4,1240977.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fresc.2023.1240977.

Shokouhi-Tabar, M., Maarefi, M., Abbasi Yazdi, E., Hassanvand-Amouzadeh, M., Alimadadi, E., &
Taheri-Kharameh, Z. (2025). Influence of spirituality and religiosity on perceived social stigma
among Iranian caregivers of children with autism spectrum disorder. BMC Psychology, 13(1),
432. https://doi.org/10.1186 /s40359-025-02749-2.

Talantseva, O. I., Romanova, R. S., Shurdova, E. M., Dolgorukova, T. A., Sologub, P. S., Titova, O. S.,
Kleeva, D. F., & Grigorenko, E. L. (2023). The global prevalence of autism spectrum disorder:
A three-level meta-analysis. Frontiers in Psychiatry, 14, 1071181.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2023.1071181.

Tanaka, M. (2022). Orem’s nursing self-care deficit theory: A theoretical analysis focusing on its
philosophical and sociological foundation. Nursing Forum, 57(3), 480-485.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1111/nuf.12696.

Toki¢, A., Sliskovi¢, A., & Nikoli¢ Ivanisevié, M. (2023). Well-being of parents of children with
disabilities - Does employment status matter? Social Sciences, 12(8), 463.

https://doi.org/10.3390/s0csci12080463.

van Niekerk, K., Stancheva, V., & Smith, C. (2023). Caregiver burden among caregivers of children
with autism spectrum disorder. The South African Journal of Psychiatry: SAJP: The Journal of the
Society of Psychiatrists of South Africa, 29, 2079.
https:/ /doi.org/10.4102/sajpsychiatry.v29i0.2079.

Verkooijen, M. H., Ketelaar, M., van Woerden, M., Staal, W. G., Tendolkar, I., & Zinkstok, J. R. (2026).
Impact of peer-support programs for individuals with autism: A systematic review. Autism: The
International Journal of Research and Practice, 30(2), 300-315.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1177/13623613251374971.

Warreman, E. B, Lloyd, S. E., Nooteboom, L. A., Leenen, P. J. M., Terry, M. B., Hoek, H. W., van
Rossum, E. F. C., Vermeiren, R. R. ]J. M., & Ester, W. A. (2023). Psychological, behavioural, and
physical aspects of caregiver strain in autism-caregivers: A cohort study. EClinicalMedicine, 64,
102211. https:/ /doi.org/10.1016/j.eclinm.2023.102211.

481


https://doi.org/10.58721/s0q4m086
https://doi.org/10.3390/children7120294
https://doi.org/10.3390/medicina59122132
https://doi.org/10.1108/mhsi-12-2022-0091
https://doi.org/10.3390/brainsci14111116
https://doi.org/10.3389/fresc.2023.1240977
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-025-02749-2
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2023.1071181
https://doi.org/10.1111/nuf.12696
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci12080463
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajpsychiatry.v29i0.2079
https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613251374971
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eclinm.2023.102211

Eastern African Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences pisi
Vol. 5 No. 2 (2026): ISSN (Online): 2958-4558 ”%
DOI: https://doi.org/10.58721/s0g4m086 {'W :
Self-Care Practices and Their Association with Psychological Wellbeing among Mothers of Children with Autism %]
in Nairobi County, Kenya

World Health Organisation. (WHO) (2025, May 6). Social determinants of health. Geneva: World Health
Organisation. https:/ /www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail / social-determinants-of-
health.

Xavier, L., Kalabarathi, S., & Padmapriya, D. (2025). Literature review: Resilience-building practices
in autism parenting. Journal of Pharmacy & Bioallied Sciences, 17(Suppl 3), 52123-52125.
https://doi.org/10.4103/jpbs.jpbs_960_25.

Yamane, T. (1967). Statistics: An introductory analysis. 2nd Edition, Harper and Row, New York.

Zeidan, J., Fombonne, E., Scorah, J., Ibrahim, A., Durkin, M. S., Saxena, S., Yusuf, A., Shih, A., &
Elsabbagh, M. (2022). Global prevalence of autism: A systematic review update. Autism

Research: Official Journal of the International Society for Autism Research, 15(5), 778-790.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1002/aur.2696.

Zoromba, M. A., & El-Gazar, H. E. (2026). Motivations for self-care in caregivers of children with
autism spectrum disorder: A phenomenological study. Journal of Paediatric Nursing, 87, 392-399.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pedn.2026.01.038.

482


https://doi.org/10.58721/s0q4m086
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/social-determinants-of-health
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/social-determinants-of-health
https://doi.org/10.4103/jpbs.jpbs_960_25
https://doi.org/10.1002/aur.2696
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pedn.2026.01.038

