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ABSTRACT

Parenting a child with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) often requires far more than managing daily routines.
The responsibilities borne by the parents are not only in navigating a series of difficult decisions but also in
dealing with uncertainty and long-term consequences. Choices about therapy, schooling, and sources of
support can weigh heavily on families, particularly when resources are limited or outcomes are unclear.
Parenting self-efficacy (PSE) refers to an individual's belief in their ability to meet caregiving demands and has
consistently been shown to strengthen resilience, emotional regulation, and family well-being. However,
confidence alone does not always lead to sound decision-making. This paper argues that coping planning,
described as anticipating potential barriers and preparing strategies to overcome them, is the key process that
turns parental confidence into effective action. Drawing on Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory and Schwarzer’s
Health Action Process Approach (HAPA), a conceptual framework is proposed in which coping planning
mediates the relationship between PSE and parental risk propensity. Parents who combine strong self-belief
with proactive planning are more likely to take adaptive risks, such as pursuing evidence-based interventions,
and less likely to engage in maladaptive risks, such as relying on unproven treatments. By synthesising recent
evidence (2020-2025) across diverse cultural contexts, this paper advances a timely and globally relevant
perspective on ASD caregiving. Theoretical and practical contributions are highlighted, including the need for
structured coping-skills training, peer-support interventions, and policy-level initiatives within healthcare,
education, and community systems. Together, these refinements position coping planning as the bridge that
transforms parental confidence into constructive risk-taking, offering both conceptual clarity and actionable
strategies for supporting families raising children with ASD.

Keywords: Parenting Self-Efficacy, Coping Planning, Risk Propensity, Autism Spectrum Disorder,
Conceptual Framework

INTRODUCTION

Parenting a child with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is often described as a journey filled with both
challenges and growth. The unique characteristics of ASD, such as difficulties in communication, limited
social interaction, and repetitive behaviours (American Psychiatric Association, 2013), place additional
responsibilities on families. For many parents, the experience extends beyond everyday caregiving into making
complex and often stressful decisions about therapy options, education, and social support. These decisions
rarely come with clear answers, and the uncertainty surrounding them can heighten parental stress and, at
times, lead to feelings of helplessness (Hayes & Watson, 2013).

One factor that helps parents cope with these pressures is parenting self-efficacy (PSE). It can be described as
their belief in their own ability to manage parenting responsibilities effectively (Bandura, 1977). As stated by
several researchers, when they feel capable, they are generally more resilient, less stressed, and more
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optimistic about their child’s future (Jones & Prinz, 2005; Albanese, Russo, & Geller, 2019). Recent research
has shown that this is especially important for parents of children with ASD. For example, higher levels of
self-efficacy have been linked with better emotional regulation, improved quality of life, and reduced caregiver
burden (Vapaatalo, Hokkanen, & Hiltunen, 2024; Kiep & Spek, 2023). Nevertheless, confidence on its own
does not always guarantee effective action. Even parents who believe in themselves may find it difficult to act
adaptively when faced with unexpected challenges or setbacks.

This is where coping planning becomes important. Coping planning can be referred to as anticipating possible
obstacles and preparing practical strategies to handle them (Sniehotta et al., 2005; Schwarzer, 2016). Unlike
action planning, which focuses on what to do, coping planning is about how to respond when things do not go
according to plan. For parents of children with ASD, this might mean preparing for behavioural meltdowns in
public, planning responses to social stigma, or organising a network of support. In this way, coping planning
works as a bridge that turns parental confidence into meaningful, concrete action.

Coping planning also affects how parents approach risk-taking in decision-making. Risk propensity, the
tendency to either take or avoid risks (Sitkin & Pablo, 1992), can significantly influence parental choices. For
instance, parents may need to decide whether to try a new therapy, seek educational accommodations, or
consider alternative treatments. Those who actively engage in coping planning are more likely to take
constructive risks, such as exploring evidence-based but unfamiliar therapies, while avoiding potentially
harmful or untested options (Alshahrani, Alkhathami, & Alqgahtani, 2024). In this way, coping planning may
serve as the link that connects self-efficacy to risk-related decisions.

In light of these insights, this paper proposes a conceptual framework that integrates Self-Efficacy Theory
(Bandura, 1977) and the Health Action Process Approach (Schwarzer, 2016). The framework suggests that
coping planning mediates the relationship between parenting self-efficacy and parental risk propensity. By
focusing on coping planning as the key process that transforms confidence into balanced decision-making, this
model provides a fresh perspective on parental adaptation in the context of ASD. It also highlights important
directions for future empirical research and practical interventions to support parents as they navigate the
uncertainties of raising a child with ASD.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Parenting Self-Efficacy

Parenting a child with ASD often demands more than just patience. It requires resilience, adaptability, and a
strong belief in one’s ability to handle challenges. This belief, known as parenting self-efficacy (PSE), reflects
parents’ confidence in their skills to manage both the ordinary and extraordinary tasks of parenting (Bandura,
1977). This is consistent with previous related studies that demonstrate that parents with higher self-efficacy
experience lower stress levels, greater psychological well-being, and more positive parenting outcomes (Jones
& Prinz, 2005; Albanese, Russo, & Geller, 2019).

Where parenting tasks are particularly complex, PSE becomes even more critical in the context of ASD. In a
study conducted by Kiep and Spek (2023), they found that parents who felt more capable in managing their
children’s needs reported better emotional regulation and stronger coping strategies. Another study by
Vapaatalo, Hokkanen, and Hiltunen (2024) also supported that high PSE was linked with reduced caregiver
burden and improved quality of life. These findings highlight that self-belief is not just an abstract
psychological construct. Instead, it directly shapes how parents navigate the realities of ASD parenting. Yet,
confidence alone may not always be enough when unexpected barriers arise.

Coping Planning

Self-efficacy provides the foundation for resilience. Nevertheless, it only becomes truly valuable when paired
with the ability to anticipate challenges and prepare for them. This is what scholars refer to as coping planning.
It can be described as a forward-looking process that asks “what if”” questions and creates strategies for when
situations do not go according to plan (Sniehotta et al., 2005; Schwarzer, 2016). In contrast to action planning,
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which emphasizes when and how tasks should be carried out, coping planning focuses on what to do if those
tasks are disrupted. In the context of parents of children with ASD, coping planning may involve several
aspects, such as preparing strategies for public meltdowns, anticipating reactions to social stigma, or forming a
network of supportive resources.

Various studies have strengthened the importance of coping planning in ASD parenting contexts. For instance,
in a study conducted by Zhao et al. (2023), they found that at the initial stage of an ASD diagnosis, parents
with higher confidence and stronger social support were more likely to engage in positive coping strategies
rather than negative ones. This highlights how coping planning succeeds when parents combine self-belief
with supportive environments. Meanwhile, in South Africa, Sumbane (2024) stated that parents of children
with ASD in Limpopo have relied on a mix of problem-focused and emotion-focused coping strategies to
strengthen resilience against caregiving stress. This illustrates that coping planning is not just a theoretical
construct but also a practical tool used by the families to survive and adapt under difficult and tough
circumstances.

In a Malaysian study, Yaacob et al. (2022) found that parents developed coping strategies through themes such
as acceptance and positive outlook, reaching for helping hands, and understanding autism and finding its
solutions. These findings show that coping planning involves more than individual readiness, as it also extends
to community support as a whole. Another study conducted by Lee et al. (2022) is also consistent with
previous research in which they observed that adaptive parental coping, particularly active planning, reduced
the negative impact of ASD symptoms and challenging behaviours on parental responses. Parents who
engaged in coping planning were more likely to react in supportive and empathetic ways, even under stressful
conditions.

Based on the findings obtained by numerous researchers earlier, these studies show that coping planning is not
merely about having a contingency plan. It is the process that bridges self-efficacy and real-world action that
enables parents to remain adaptable, empathetic, and proactive when raising a child with ASD.

Risk Propensity in Parenting Decisions

Risk propensity can be described as the general tendency of an individual to either engage in or avoid
behaviours that involve uncertainty (Sitkin & Pablo, 1992). In parenting, this shapes how parent evaluate
therapies, educational placements, or support services for their children. Parents inclined toward higher risk
may explore innovative interventions, and in contrast, those who are more risk-averse may prefer familiar but
potentially less effective options.

For parents of children with ASD, engaging in risk-taking can bring both opportunities and challenges. For
them, taking risks can potentially open doors to helpful therapies or new learning opportunities. Nevertheless,
it can also lead to untested or unsafe interventions. The way they manage and handle the uncertainty would
shape whether it brings the favourable results or the opposite.

Numerous studies have been conducted, and they include recent studies that underscore how coping strategies
influence risk-related decisions. Alshahrani, Alkhathami, and Algahtani (2024for instance, have found that
coping strategies mediated the relationship between caregiver stress and well-being, with effective coping
linked to healthier, more constructive risk-taking. These findings are supported by Hock et al. (2021) in which
in their study, who showed that when coping planning was combined with shared decision-making, parents
were more willing to trial evidence-based but unfamiliar therapies while avoiding unsafe options. In addition,
Johnson et al. (2020)in their study also observed that parents with stronger coping mechanisms were less likely
to pursue unverified treatments, particularly when faced with conflicting information about complementary
and alternative medicine for autism.

Apart from individual coping strategies, a parent's willingness to take risks is also influenced by external and
cultural contexts. In a study conducted by Suresh et al. (2024), they highlighted that culturally and
linguistically diverse families often face barriers. For instance, language differences and cultural beliefs
influence both service use and risk perceptions. At the policy level, the BMC Medicine Autism Pharmacology
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Working Group (2024) emphasized transparent deliberation and structured monitoring as safeguards that align
parental risk-taking with safe, evidence-based pharmacological interventions.

In line with these findings, recent research shows that active and positive coping styles foster resilience and
informed decision-making. For example, a 2025 study in Indonesia found that active planning, social support,
and religiosity strengthened family resilience, helping parents face challenges with optimism rather than
avoidance. Similarly, a 2024 study revealed that proactive coping was associated with lower distress, enabling
parents to evaluate risks more thoughtfully instead of making impulsive choices.

Taken together, these studies suggest that risk propensity in ASD parenting is not a fixed personality trait, but
a flexible outcome shaped by coping strategies and external resources. Parents who pair self-efficacy with
proactive coping planning are better equipped to take calculated, adaptive risks that benefit their children. In
contrast, those without such strategies may either avoid important opportunities or become vulnerable to
maladaptive practices

Theoretical Framework

This paper draws on two complementary theories to explain the relationship between parenting self-efficacy,
coping planning, and risk propensity.

First, Self-Efficacy Theory (Bandura, 1977) provides the foundation for understanding why parents’ beliefs in
their capabilities matter. According to Bandura, self-efficacy influences whether individuals initiate certain
behaviours, how much effort they invest, and how long they persist in the face of difficulties. In the context of
parenting a child with ASD, higher self-efficacy is expected to translate into greater resilience, persistence, and
a stronger sense of control over the caregiving process. However, self-efficacy alone does not guarantee
adaptive outcomes; it must be accompanied by strategies that allow parents to channel their confidence into
concrete actions.

Second, the Health Action Process Approach (HAPA) (Schwarzer, 2016) emphasises the importance of
planning in bridging the gap between intentions and behaviours. Within this model, coping planning is
positioned as a key self-regulatory strategy that helps individuals anticipate obstacles and prepare responses.
Unlike action planning, which specifies the “what” and “when” of behaviours, coping planning is concerned
with “how” to overcome difficulties once they arise (Sniehotta et al., 2005). For parents of children with ASD,
coping planning may involve anticipating episodes of challenging behaviour, preparing strategies to manage
stigma, or mobilising social support.

Together, these two theories suggest that parenting self-efficacy shapes parental behaviour not directly, but
through coping planning. Parents who feel confident and who can anticipate challenges are better positioned to
make adaptive risk-related decisions.

Conceptual Framework

Based on the integration of Self-Efficacy Theory and the Health Action Process Approach, this paper proposes
a conceptual model in which coping planning mediates the relationship between parenting self-efficacy and
parental risk propensity. Parents with higher levels of self-efficacy are more likely to engage in coping
planning, which in turn influences whether their risk-related behaviours are constructive or maladaptive.

Specifically, the model suggests that parents who feel confident in their abilities and who actively anticipate
challenges are better prepared to take calculated risks, such as trialling evidence-based interventions or
advocating for inclusion in educational settings. On the other hand, parents with limited coping strategies may
either avoid necessary risks altogether or engage in maladaptive practices, such as adopting treatments without
empirical support. The conceptual framework, therefore, captures the dynamic process by which psychological
resources (self-efficacy) and self-regulatory strategies (coping planning) interact to shape outcomes in high-
stress caregiving contexts.
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Figure 1: A proposed conceptual framework integrating Parenting Self-Efficacy (Bandura, 1977; Jones &
Prinz, 2005; Vapaatalo et al., 2024), Coping Planning (Sniehotta et al., 2005; Schwarzer, 2016; Bujnowska et
al., 2022), and Risk Propensity (Sitkin & Pablo, 1992; Alshahrani et al., 2024) to explain parental adaptation in
the context of raising children with autism spectrum disorder; modified and adapted by the authors for the
context of ASD caregiving.

Hypotheses Development

Drawing from the integration of Self-Efficacy Theory (Bandura, 1977) and the Health Action Process
Approach (Schwarzer, 2016), this paper proposes three hypotheses to explain the relationships among
parenting self-efficacy, coping planning, and risk propensity.

Hypothesis 1: Parenting self-efficacy is positively associated with coping planning among parents of children
with ASD.

Rationale: Previous studies demonstrate that parents with higher self-efficacy are more likely to engage in
proactive planning and to show persistence when confronted with parenting challenges (Jones & Prinz, 2005;
Vapaatalo et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2021).

Hypothesis 2: Coping planning is positively associated with adaptive risk propensity among parents of children
with ASD.

Rationale: Evidence indicates that parents who anticipate barriers and prepare strategies in advance are more
likely to take constructive risks that benefit their children, rather than maladaptive ones (Sniehotta et al., 2005;
Alshahrani et al., 2024; Hock et al., 2021).

Hypothesis 3: Coping planning mediates the relationship between parenting self-efficacy and risk propensity.

Rationale: The Health Action Process Approach identifies coping planning as the link between intention and
behaviour (Schwarzer, 2016). Empirical studies in ASD parenting contexts also provide support for this
mediating role (Bujnowska et al., 2022; Adegboyega et al., 2022; Khan et al., 2025).

DISCUSSION

The conceptual framework developed in this paper positions coping planning as the key process that explains
how parenting self-efficacy translates into risk-related behaviour. Much of the existing literature has
highlighted the protective influence of self-efficacy (Albanese et al., 2019; Vapaatalo et al., 2024). The present
model extends this understanding by arguing that self-efficacy is most effective when combined with coping
planning, which provides parents with the strategies needed to manage challenges and uncertainties. Without
coping planning, even parents who feel confident may struggle to maintain resilience in the face of stigma,
financial pressures, or uncertainty about treatment outcomes.

The framework also sheds light on why parents vary in their willingness to take risks. Risk propensity should
not be viewed as a fixed personality trait but rather as a contextually shaped outcome that reflects how parents
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perceive and manage uncertainty. Parents who develop coping plans are better prepared to take adaptive risks,
such as trialling evidence-based interventions or advocating for inclusive education, because they feel capable
of handling potential setbacks. Conversely, parents who lack coping strategies may either avoid necessary risks
altogether or resort to maladaptive risk-taking, such as relying on unverified treatments (Alshahrani et al.,
2024; Johnson et al., 2020).

Recent studies also highlight the importance of cultural and systemic factors in shaping parental risk decisions.
For example, Suresh et al. (2024) identified a wide range of challenges faced by culturally and linguistically
diverse parents, such as language barriers and differing beliefs about autism, which directly influence service
use and perceived risk. Similarly, guidance from the BMC Medicine Autism Pharmacology Working Group
(2024) emphasised that safe and effective pharmacological treatment requires transparent deliberation and
shared decision-making between parents and professionals. These findings suggest that risk propensity is
shaped not only by individual resources such as self-efficacy and coping but also by the broader social and
cultural environment.

From a practical perspective, the framework emphasizes the importance of interventions that simultaneously
enhance parental confidence and strengthen coping strategies. Programmes that incorporate scenario-based
exercises, anticipatory planning, and stress management training could help parents convert their self-efficacy
into constructive risk-taking. Such initiatives may be particularly valuable in settings where stigma, limited
resources, and fragmented services amplify the challenges of raising a child with ASD.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This paper has proposed a conceptual framework integrating Self-Efficacy Theory and the Health Action
Process Approach to explain how PSE influences parental risk propensity through the mediating role of coping
planning. The originality of this contribution lies in identifying coping planning as the critical bridge between
confidence and action, while also acknowledging the possibility of a reciprocal relationship where coping
success reinforces efficacy.

From this framework, three sets of recommendations emerge. In terms of research directions, it is suggested
that future researchers to test the mediating and potentially bidirectional role of coping planning using
longitudinal and mixed-method approaches. Cross-cultural comparisons are needed to examine how cultural
values and systemic supports shape the interplay between PSE, coping, and risk-taking. Secondly, in terms of
practical applications, parenting programs should move beyond confidence-building workshops and
incorporate structured training in coping skills. This could include several activities. For instance, a scenario-
based role-play module. Through this activity, it may simulate common challenges such as behavioural
meltdowns in public. In addition, peer mentoring groups can also be formed. This group involves experienced
parents who share strategies and provide emotional support to newer caregivers. Digital coping toolkits, such
as mobile apps with anticipatory planning exercises, may also provide parents with accessible resources.

Thirdly, in terms of policy and system-level intervention, healthcare systems can embed coping strategy
workshops within hospital-based ASD services to ensure that parental training extends beyond medical advice.
In addition, educational institutions can also integrate parent and teacher collaboration, in which teachers guide
parents on how to anticipate school-based challenges. Community organisations and NGOs can also establish
safe spaces for parents to practice coping strategies, supported by culturally sensitive materials and
multilingual facilitators.

In conclusion, this paper argues that effective ASD caregiving requires both psychological resources and
systemic supports. By positioning coping planning as the central process that transforms parental turns beliefs
into constructive outcomes, this framework promotes a more comprehensive understanding of parental
adaptation. Strengthening PSE, while simultaneously building coping capacity at the individual and policy
levels, offers the most promising pathway to help parents navigate the uncertainties of raising a child with
ASD.
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