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This qualitative study explores the psychological challenges faced by divorced Saudi mothers who are raising children with disabilities. The study highlights the impact of having a child with a disability on marital stability and family issues, and the psychological challenges experienced by single mothers. Using semi-structured in-depth interviews, data were collected from five divorced mothers recruited from a private daycare center. Participants ranged in age from 34 to 53, each with one child with a disability, and an average divorce period of four years. The thematic analysis revealed that single/divorced Saudi mothers of children with disabilities experienced significant psychological strain characterized by fear, shock and attempts at religious acceptance to cope with their child’s condition. Additionally, these mothers reported facing substantial social challenges, including societal ridicule and limited remarriage prospects, highlighting the broader impact of having a child with a disability on their lives. The study underscores the need for tailored psychological support and interventions for families of children with disabilities, especially for mothers who are significantly impacted by the challenges associated with their child’s condition. Additionally, the study emphasizes the negative impact of societal attitudes towards disability, which can contribute to social problems and psychological distress for families. The study’s findings suggest the need for specialized clinics and support groups to help families cope with the unique challenges they face.
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1 Introduction

Raising a child with a disability presents a unique set of challenges for any family. However, for divorced Saudi mothers, these difficulties can be compounded by social stigma, limited access to resources, and the weight of single parenthood. This research delves into the lived experiences of divorced Saudi mothers raising children with disabilities, with a specific focus on the psychological challenges that contribute to marital breakdown.

In Saudi culture, disability is deeply influenced by religious beliefs and societal norms, with mothers playing a crucial role in caring for children with disabilities (Madi et al., 2019). Mothers face challenges including community stigma, discrimination, and increased pressure during crises like COVID-19 (Madi et al., 2019; Hammad, 2021). They experience lower satisfaction in social and economic aspects of quality of life compared to mothers of children without disabilities (Alwhaibi et al., 2018). Mothers of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) encounter difficulties in obtaining diagnoses, accessing resources, and dealing with cultural stigma (Mursi and Sulaimani, 2022). Despite these challenges, Saudi mothers demonstrate resilience and attribute high importance to their children’s health and functioning (Alwhaibi et al., 2018). The studies emphasize the need for increased social support, professional help, and societal changes to alleviate the burden on mothers and improve their quality of life (Alwhaibi et al., 2018; Mursi and Sulaimani, 2022).

Literature suggests that the very presence of a child with a disability can be a risk factor for divorce. Existing literature consistently highlights the elevated levels of stress, anxiety, and depression experienced by parents of children with disabilities (Song et al., 2018; Gruszka et al., 2023). This study specifically focuses on mothers, who often act as primary caregivers, and explores how caring for a child with additional needs can exacerbate existing marital problems or create new ones (Haimour and Abu-Hawwash, 2012). The type and severity of the child’s disability can further strain the situation, as parents of children with conditions like autism may face more intense and constant emotional burdens (Salehi et al., 2017).

Studies have shown a correlation between having a child with a disability and a higher risk of divorce, particularly in Saudi Arabia (Al-Shammari and Al-Harbi, 2021; Al-Shammari, 2015). This increased strain can lead to a breakdown in communication, neglect of marital and family responsibilities, and ultimately, exacerbate existing psychological trauma within the family (Namkung et al., 2015).

Despite acknowledging the detrimental effects of divorce on families, a critical gap exists in research – a lack of qualitative analysis exploring the specific link between having a child with a disability and divorce rates (Daroni et al., 2018; Doherty, 2008). This gap underscores the need for in-depth qualitative research that delves deeper into the challenges faced by mothers in such situations (Anderson, 2014). Understanding the specific psychological challenges these mothers encounter is crucial, as their perspectives can inform targeted support systems and interventions.

The present study employs a qualitative research method to explore the perceptions and lived experiences of Saudi mothers of children with disabilities, with a focus on the psychological challenges that may contribute to divorce. Qualitative research is particularly well-suited for examining the subjective experiences and interpretations of individuals, providing a nuanced understanding of their thoughts, feelings, and motivations (Creswell et al., 2007; Ryder et al., 2019). Moreover, this approach allows for the discovery of unforeseen themes and challenges, offering valuable insights for future quantitative studies and intervention programs, ultimately highlighting the need for further investigation in this area. This approach aligns with the study’s aim to capture the psychological problems resulting from having a child with a disability that may lead to divorce.

The significance of this research extends beyond national borders, as it addresses a global issue with far-reaching implications. The study’s findings can contribute to a deeper understanding of the unique challenges faced by families of children with disabilities, particularly in the context of Saudi Arabian culture, where societal attitudes and norms play a crucial role in shaping the experiences of these families.


1.1 Research problem

The increased risk of divorce is associated with various negative consequences, such as its impact on psychological well-being, the breakdown of marital life, and the disintegration of families, ultimately affecting societal development. Al-Shammari and Al-Harbi (2021) found that in societies with high divorce rates, there is a corresponding increase in psychological problems within these families. Moreover, Al-Shammari (2015) observed a 75% increase in divorce rates among families in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia that have a child with autism spectrum disorder or a disability in general, particularly affecting mothers who are significantly impacted upon discovering their child’s condition. This situation often leads to the neglect of marital and family responsibilities, contributing to psychological trauma within the family. Additionally, Namkung et al. (2015) confirmed that having a child with developmental disabilities may lead to divorce, influenced by factors such as family size and the child’s position in the birth order.

Furthermore, divorce has been shown to significantly impact the value system and structure of marital life, leading to family disintegration, especially among families of individuals with disabilities (Al-Maamari, 2015; Sharqi, 2018). It is noteworthy that foreign studies have highlighted the lack of qualitative analysis on the impact of having a child with a disability on the occurrence of divorce, emphasizing the need for a deeper understanding of the associated problems (Daroni et al., 2018; Doherty, 2008).



1.2 Research question

The current study aims to address the following primary inquiry: What are the psychological challenges stemming from raising a child with a disability that contribute to divorce, as perceived by mothers of children with disabilities? The research explores the mental health implications for parents of children with developmental disabilities, highlighting the increased risk of mental health issues such as depression, anxiety, and stress among these parents.




2 Materials and methods

The present study employs a qualitative research method to explore in-depth the perceptions of psychological problems resulting from having a child with a disability that lead to divorce, from the point of view of mothers of children with disabilities. Qualitative research is particularly effective in examining the subjective experiences and interpretations of individuals, providing a nuanced understanding of their thoughts, feelings, and motivations. This is essential for capturing the psychological problems resulting from having a child with a disability leading to divorce. The study adopts an inductive approach, emphasizing the centrality of themes emerging from the data to address research questions, avoiding predetermined themes by the researchers (Creswell et al., 2007; Ryder et al., 2019). To collect data, an open-ended technique was employed, as it captures rich perspectives, while theme development reveals patterns and insights into shared experiences (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2022, 2023). This method aligns seamlessly with the inductive process, maintaining consistency with the comprehensive nature of the research inquiry. This inductive approach prioritizes themes arising from data, ensuring findings are driven by participants’ voices. Further details about participants, setting, and the methods of data analysis and collection will be elaborated in the following sections. The study is informed by previous research that highlights the psychosocial challenges experienced by female caregivers of children with disabilities, including stress, depression, anxiety, and isolation, which may lead to marital dissatisfaction and divorce (Risdal and Singer, 2004).


2.1 Sampling method and participants

In this research, a purposeful sampling technique was employed to recruit mothers offering insights into the experiences of divorce with a child attending a private day care center for people with disabilities in Saudi Arabia. The study was ethically reviewed and approved by the Standing Committee for Research Ethics at Hail University. All participants provided written informed consent.


2.1.1 Inclusion criteria

The inclusion criteria were as follows: mothers of children with disabilities currently enrolled in the specific daycare center, who had experienced divorce, and demonstrated a willingness to participate in an interview.



2.1.2 Exclusion criteria

Conversely, mothers of children with disabilities not enrolled in the daycare, those who were currently married or in a civil partnership, and mothers with a documented history of cognitive impairment or mental illness that could significantly impact their ability to participate were excluded from the study.

While contacting all divorced mothers with children using the daycare was attempted, a representative sample was ultimately chosen due to feasibility constraints (see Table 1 for a detailed overview of the sample demographics). This, combined with the sensitive nature of the topic, which can be emotionally challenging to discuss, resulted in a final sample size of five female participants. Moreover it’s important to note that qualitative research prioritizes in-depth exploration over statistical generalizability. Smaller sample sizes allow for richer data collection through in-depth interviews, enabling a deeper understanding of the participants’ experiences. In this study, the focus was on capturing the nuances of navigating divorce with a child with a disability, and the insights from five mothers provided valuable data for further exploration.



TABLE 1 Demographic characteristics of sample.
[image: Table1]

Despite no quantitative data being collected on socioeconomic status (SES), participants were asked about their and their former spouse’s employment status and occupations during the interviews to build rapport and gain a broader understanding of their backgrounds. Throughout the study, participants were informed that their involvement was voluntary and could be discontinued at any time. They were also assured of the confidentiality of their responses. The selected sample had an average age of 34 and a range of 34 to 53, had an average of 4 years since their divorce, ranging from 4 to 8 years. Each of the female participants had one child with a disability.




2.2 Design and apparatus

The research instrument was a semi-structured, in-depth interview based on a list of eight questions, to obtain data from the participants regarding their perceptions and lived experiences (Van den Berg, 2005). There were follow-up questions based on the interviews’ directions. The list of 8 questions (see Appendix) was reviewed by two experts in special education who teach special education curriculum at a Saudi university. Based on the responses of these experts, two questions were eliminated, and four questions were adjusted to be more understandable to the proposed participant population. This resulted in the 8 questions that were incorporated into each interview. During the interviews, additional questions were asked based on the individual participant’s responses to obtain clarification or to encourage the participant to expand upon their answer. The interview questions focused primarily on obtaining an understanding of the participants’ views on Increasing Elementary school teachers’ Knowledge and Skills to Identify and Serve students with giftedness and learning disabilities in Saudi Arabia.



2.3 Data collection

The second investigator conducted personal interviews, utilizing face-to-face interactions with each participant. The study adopted the interview protocol inspired by the interview protocols in previous research studies like Bekker et al. (2019) and Helgeson et al. (2012) to ensure the questions fit the context of psychological problems resulting from having a child with a special needs/attention leading to divorce. Participants were asked a total of five questions. These interviews were conducted in private rooms within the care center, lasting approximately 30–46 min. The initial focus of the interviews was on gathering demographic details about mothers of children with disabilities and psychological problems, with the researcher delving deeper into the experiences and perspectives related to psychological problems. To ensure a comprehensive understanding, the researchers employed seven open-ended questions adopted with the study’s central theme in mind (Creswell et al., 2007). The interview process aimed to create an environment where participants could freely express their psychological problems. The researcher-initiated discussions by asking about the participants’ life and the child with disabilities and allowing participants to share their personal experiences after divorce. Additionally, as a primary focus of the study, questions were included to investigate the connection between life after divorce and having a child with a disability. Throughout the interviews, the researchers maintained a subtle approach, seeking additional information only when necessary for clarification or to expand the conversation. Supplementary prompts were used to summarize responses, confirm understanding, and encourage elaboration with specific examples. Following the interviews, participants were given the opportunity to share any additional thoughts or information they felt had not been previously addressed. For instance, the researcher may have paraphrased participants’ responses, saying, “From what I understand, you are saying…” and allowing participants to clarify or confirm their statements.

One key limitation faced by the researchers was the difficulty in recruiting participants for this sensitive and personal study. Many mothers were understandably hesitant to share their experiences, especially those related to divorce. To mitigate this, we built trust with the daycare center staff, who helped us approach potential participants in a sensitive manner. The interviews were conducted in private rooms at the daycare center, which provided a comfortable and familiar setting for the mothers.



2.4 Data analysis

The lead researcher on this study, wanted to address the issue of data saturation and the limitations team faced given the small sample size of 5 participants. Despite the challenges of recruiting divorced mothers of children with disabilities, researchers were able to achieve a level of data saturation that allowed us to comprehensively answer posed research questions.

The researchers utilized the thematic analysis method, as introduced by Braun and Clarke (2022), to analyze the collected interview data. This approach, known for its inherent flexibility, is frequently employed in qualitative research to ensure the accuracy and credibility of outcomes (Nowell et al., 2017). The flexibility of this method was particularly advantageous for this study and the interview process, enabling the researchers to meticulously and thoughtfully process the raw data.

During the data analysis process, researchers closely followed the thematic analysis method outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), which involved six steps: (1) becoming familiar with the data, (2) producing initial codes, (3) identifying themes, (4) examining themes and underlying subthemes, (5) defining and titling themes, and (6) generating the report. They transcribed all interviews verbatim using audio recordings, and during the coding process, highlighted words or phrases representing a concept in each text copy and made notes in the side column. Researchers preserved the wording almost identical to the raw data’s phrasing, ensuring fidelity.

There were 76 codes recorded in a spreadsheet during the initial coding process of each transcription. Subsequently, the related data of these codes were analyzed by the researchers. For example, one of the 76 codes was “fear of the future,” applied when participants expressed concerns about their child’s long-term well-being. In one transcript, a participant said, “I constantly worry about what will happen to my child when I’m gone. Who will take care of them?” This was coded as “fear of the future” and grouped under the broader theme of “psychological strain.” Using qualitative analysis software, we tracked these codes to organize and identify key themes. This process allowed us to capture participants’ experiences while also revealing new insights, such as the subtheme of “religious acceptance.”

Following this, researchers held a meeting where they generated themes by analyzing and verifying the meaning of the codes. The research questions guided this code analysis, and irrelevant codes were highlighted in a specific color. The remaining codes relevant to the research questions were thoroughly analyzed to generate themes. In cases of disagreement among researchers regarding codes, the raw data was revisited. The analysis continued until we reached a consensus on codes and themes. The process was conducted in a formal and systematic manner to ensure the accuracy and credibility of the outcomes.

Despite the small sample size of 5 participants, researcher were able to achieve data saturation by the fourth interview, as they noticed recurring themes and a lack of new information emerging from subsequent interviews. To confirm this, researchers conducted a fifth interview, which reinforced their conclusion that the data collected was sufficient to answer the research questions.




3 Results

Through am iterative process, the researchers were able to select the data into two primary themes: “psychological strain” and “social issues.” Each of these main themes encompassed distinct subthemes that captured the nuanced experiences of the participants. For the “psychological strain” theme, the subthemes of “fear,” “shock,” and “religious acceptance” emerged. These subthemes vividly illustrated the profound emotional turmoil the mothers faced, as well as the role of religious faith in providing a sense of comfort and resilience. Similarly, the “social issues” theme was further delineated into the subthemes of “societal ridicule” and “absence of remarriage prospects.” These subthemes shed light on the significant social challenges the mothers encountered, including stigma, isolation, and the impact on their personal lives.


3.1 Psychological strain

The theme of psychological strain encapsulated the profound emotional and mental challenges faced by the mothers as they navigated the complexities of raising a child with a disability. This theme is further broken down into three subthemes, each highlighting a different aspect of the emotional burden these mothers experienced.


3.1.1 Fear

The subtheme of fear captures the pervasive anxiety and dread that dominated the mothers’ thoughts. Their concerns extended beyond the present, as they worried deeply about the future of their children and the potential dissolution of their marital relationships. The uncertainty surrounding their child’s future care was a significant source of stress. One participant articulated this fear, saying, “I constantly worry about what will happen to my child when I’m gone. Who will take care of them?” This fear was not just about the child’s future but also about the impact of the child’s condition on their marriage. Another mother revealed, “I was terrified that my husband would leave me because of our child’s disability. I did not know how I would cope on my own.” The fear of abandonment compounded the stress, making the psychological strain even more intense.



3.1.2 Shock

The subtheme of shock underscores the intense emotional impact that accompanied the initial diagnosis of their child’s disability. This shock often manifested as disbelief, denial, and a sense of disorientation as mothers grappled with the unexpected reality. One mother shared her experience: “When the doctors told me my child had autism, I was completely devastated. I could not believe it was happening to us.” This disbelief often delayed the acceptance process, as another participant mentioned, “I was in denial for a long time, hoping it was just a phase. But as time went on, I had to face the reality of our situation.” The shock was not just a momentary reaction but a prolonged state that hindered their ability to process and accept their new reality, further contributing to the psychological strain.



3.1.3 Religious acceptance

In the midst of overwhelming psychological strain, some mothers found a refuge in their religious beliefs. The subtheme of religious acceptance highlights how faith provided them with a framework to make sense of their experiences, offering both emotional support and a sense of purpose. For many, religion became a vital coping mechanism, helping them to navigate the challenges of raising a child with a disability. One participant expressed, “My faith in God has been the only thing that has kept me going. I know He has a plan, even if I do not understand it.” This sentiment reflects a broader theme of surrendering to a higher power, which allowed mothers to find peace amid chaos. Another mother elaborated on how religious practices provided her with comfort: “Praying and reading the Quran has helped me cope with the challenges of raising a child with a disability. It gives me a sense of peace.” For these mothers, religion did more than offer comfort—it provided a structure that explained their child’s condition within a divine plan, granted them a sense of control in an uncontrollable situation, and thus relates to main theme of psychological strain, by being a coping mechanism. Religious acceptance, therefore, was not merely passive resignation but an active process of finding meaning and resilience in the face of profound psychological strain.




3.2 Social issues

The theme of social issues captures the profound impact that societal attitudes and stigmatization had on the participants’ lives. These mothers faced not only the emotional and logistical challenges of raising a child with a disability but also the harsh realities of societal judgment. This theme is explored through two subthemes: societal ridicule and the absence of remarriage prospects.


3.2.1 Societal ridicule

The subtheme of societal ridicule delves deeply into the negative social interactions and judgment that mothers of children with disabilities endured within their communities. The stigma attached to having a child with a disability often led to overwhelming feelings of shame, isolation, and even self-doubt. One mother recounted her painful experiences: “People in our neighborhood would stare and whisper whenever they saw my child. It made me feel so ashamed and isolated. “The constant gaze and whispers created an emotional barrier, making it increasingly difficult for the mothers to participate in daily social life, further exacerbating their sense of alienation.

For some mothers, this judgment extended beyond the general public to their own families, magnifying the emotional toll. One mother revealed: “Some family members even blamed me for my child’s disability, saying it was a punishment from God. It was so hurtful and unfair, especially coming from people I love. “This narrative highlights the intersection of cultural and religious beliefs that often frame disability as a form of divine retribution, unfairly placing blame on the mothers for circumstances outside their control. Another mother shared: “At family gatherings, no one would talk about my child, as if ignoring them would make the problem go away. It made me feel invisible, like my child and I did not matter.” This sense of invisibility further deepened their emotional wounds.

The public scrutiny and judgment did not stop at stares and whispers. Some mothers reported being openly criticized for their parenting. One mother expressed: “I’ve had neighbors tell me I wasn’t doing enough to ‘fix’ my child. They would suggest strange remedies, and when I declined, they would call me a bad mother.” Another added: “I was told that my child’s behavior was my fault because I did not discipline him enough. They did not understand that his disability wasn’t something I could just ‘correct’ with stricter parenting. “.

The societal pressures also placed immense strain on their social support networks. As one mother explained: “Friends stopped inviting me to social gatherings because they thought my child would ‘ruin’ the event. I lost so many friendships because people did not want to deal with the ‘inconvenience’ of my child’s condition.” The erosion of these support systems left many mothers feeling utterly alone in their struggles.

In some cases, the community’s religious framing of disability intensified the mothers’ feelings of guilt and helplessness. “I was told that my child’s disability was a punishment for my past sins,” one mother disclosed. “It was devastating to hear, especially because I was already questioning myself so much.” This constant barrage of societal ridicule not only strained their mental health but also left them grappling with a sense of unworthiness, both as individuals and as mothers.

Ultimately, the societal and familial judgments they faced eroded their confidence and well-being. Another mother reflected: “Over time, I started to believe what people were saying—that I was a failure, that I had somehow caused my child’s condition. It took me a long time to realize that none of this was my fault.” For many, the weight of societal ridicule became an additional burden, making their already challenging journey even more isolating and painful”.



3.2.2 Absence of remarriage prospects

The subtheme of the absence of remarriage prospects illustrates how societal expectations and stigma affected the personal lives of these mothers, particularly their chances of forming new romantic relationships after divorce or widowhood. The participants expressed deep concerns about how their child’s disability diminished their desirability as potential partners. As one mother shared, “After my divorce, I was told that no one would want to marry me because of my child’s special needs. It felt like my life was over.” This statement reflects the harsh reality that these mothers faced—being judged not only for their marital status but also for their responsibilities as caregivers. Another participant added, “I’ve given up on the idea of finding a new partner. The stigma and societal pressure are just too much to bear.” The absence of remarriage prospects was not just about personal rejection but also about the societal pressures that dictated their worthiness as potential spouses. This pressure often led to the abandonment of personal aspirations and a sense of hopelessness regarding their future.

The findings from this study highlight the multifaceted challenges faced by Saudi mothers of children with disabilities, underscoring the need for comprehensive support systems and interventions to address their psychological and social well-being.





4 Discussion

The present qualitative study aimed to explore the psychological challenges faced by Saudi mothers raising children with disabilities and how these challenges might have contributed to the risk of divorce. The findings provide valuable insights into the unique experiences of this population, while also highlighting areas of convergence with previous research conducted in other cultural contexts.

The first theme that emerged from the interviews with the Saudi mothers highlighted the profound emotional turmoil they experienced upon realizing their child’s disability. This finding aligns closely with previous research on the negative psychological impact that often accompanies a child’s disability diagnosis. Studies have consistently shown that the initial period after receiving a child’s disability diagnosis can be a profoundly distressing time for parents. Al-Shammari and Al-Harbi's (2021) research on Saudi families found that parents, especially mothers, frequently grapple with intense feelings of fear, shock, and grief during this critical transition. Similarly, Pasalic's (2023) work has emphasized the significant emotional strain parents face as they come to terms with their child’s condition and its implications for the family’s future.

The subtheme of ‘fear’ that the researchers identified further underscores the worries and anxieties that consumed these mothers. Prior literature has documented how parents of children with disabilities often agonize over their child’s long-term prospects and the potential impact on their marital relationship (Haimour and Abu-Hawwash, 2012; Risdal and Singer, 2004). The Saudi mothers in this study echoed these concerns, expressing deep-seated fears about their child’s wellbeing and the stability of their marriages.

An interesting feature of this research’s finding is the subtheme of “religious acceptance” which highlighted a culturally unique coping mechanism for these Saudi mothers. While prior literature has emphasized religion as a primary coping strategy in religious communities (Karaca and Şener, 2019), the present study found that the mothers’ faith in God and religious practices served as a protective factor, providing them with a sense of peace and resilience amidst the challenges they faced.

This alignment between the current study’s findings and the broader body of research on the psychological challenges faced by parents of children with disabilities lends credibility to the researchers’ analysis. It is obvious that psychological strain and distress experienced by these mothers can indeed become a significant cause of divorce. The constant fear, shock, and distress they face can lead to marital dissatisfaction and ultimately, divorce. This is also supported by previous research indicating that the psychological problems associated with having a child with a disability can contribute to marital instability and the breakdown of family relationships (Al-Shammari and Al-Harbi, 2021; Namkung et al., 2015).

Moreover, the study found that the societal stigma and ridicule faced by these mothers further exacerbate their psychological strain (Gray, 2002; Woodgate et al., 2008). The social isolation and negative societal attitudes towards disability can intensify the emotional distress and anxiety experienced by these mothers, leading to increased marital tensions and a higher risk of divorce (Çaynak et al., 2022; Čolić et al., 2022).

Iudici et al. (2019) provide further context on societal attitudes by examining how different community roles construct and discuss disability. Their findings reveal that those closest to people with disabilities often view disability more narrowly, while professionals take a more generative approach. This highlights the need for more inclusive discussions around disability, as the narrow views held by some community members can perpetuate stigma and isolation, which in turn exacerbates the psychological strain on mothers.

The main theme social issues and its subthemes shed light on critical issues not extensively explored in Saudi society thus far. Previous work has documented the social stigma and isolation faced by families of individuals with disabilities globally (Çaynak et al., 2022; Čolić et al., 2022). However, the present research offers context-specific insights into the ridicule, shame, and frustration experienced by Saudi mothers due to harmful societal attitudes in their local communities. The subtheme ‘absence of remarriage prospects’ also highlighted a novel challenge, considering remarriage norms in the region.

Adding to the complexity of these social issues are the broader societal factors affecting women in Saudi Arabia. Zamberi Ahmad (2011) discusses the paradox between the country’s commitments to modernity and education and its adherence to religious purity, especially regarding women’s roles. This tension can exacerbate the challenges faced by mothers of children with disabilities, as societal expectations around gender and family roles may limit their opportunities for support and empowerment. Al-Rasheed (2013) provides historical context on the role of women in Saudi Arabia, noting that early goals of women’s education were primarily focused on producing teachers and wives, rather than active citizens. Although policies have since evolved to encourage education and careers for women, the lingering effects of these early goals may still influence societal attitudes toward divorced mothers and their remarriage prospects.

Smith and Abouammoh (2013) also discuss the rapid growth of female enrollments in higher education in Saudi Arabia but raise concerns about the quality and range of opportunities available, particularly in fields needed for the job market. This suggests that despite progress in education, systemic barriers remain, which may further limit the support and opportunities available to mothers of children with disabilities.

The findings of this study suggest that divorced Saudi mothers raising children with disabilities faced significant psychological strain and social challenges. While the research itself did not explicitly discuss avoidance as a coping mechanism, the themes that emerged offer clues about how these mothers might have responded to the immense difficulties they encountered.

This intense emotional turmoil, coupled with societal ridicule (a known risk factor for avoidance coping), suggests that some mothers might have turned to avoidance strategies (Carver et al., 1989; Folkman and Moskowitz, 2004). Avoidance, in this context, could involve withdrawing from social interactions or neglecting aspects of their lives to temporarily alleviate distress. This, in turn, could increase the risk of divorce. Further supporting this notion, social exchange theory suggests individuals evaluate the costs and benefits of relationships before making decisions (Ahmad et al., 2022). In this study, the psychological burdens associated with raising a child with a disability could be perceived as costs, while the benefits might include the child’s love and the fulfillment of parenthood. If the perceived costs outweigh the benefits, as they might in some cases, divorce becomes a possible outcome.


4.1 Practical implications, limitations and suggestions

This study highlights the need for tailored support for divorced Saudi mothers raising children with disabilities. Specialized clinics and support groups can address their intense emotional strain through mental health services and coping strategies. Public awareness campaigns and policy changes can combat societal ridicule and isolation, fostering a more inclusive environment. Support should be designed with Saudi Arabia’s cultural and religious context in mind, potentially incorporating religious teachings to enhance program effectiveness. Increased funding for specialized services and anti-discrimination laws are crucial policy changes to support these families. Future research can explore coping mechanisms, socioeconomic factors, and long-term impacts of divorce, while comparative studies across regions or cultures could offer further insights. By addressing these needs, we can create more effective support systems and enhance the well-being of these families.

It is important to acknowledge the potential biases and limitations of this study. The researchers’ own biases and assumptions could have influenced the data collection and analysis processes, potentially shaping the themes that emerged. For example, the researchers’ own cultural backgrounds and experiences may have led them to emphasize certain aspects of the participants’ narratives over others. Additionally, the recruitment of participants solely from a private daycare center may have excluded the perspectives of mothers from different socioeconomic or educational backgrounds, potentially missing important nuances in their experiences. Furthermore, the reliance on self-reported data from the participants introduces the possibility of recall bias or social desirability bias, where participants may have selectively shared or omitted information based on their perceptions of what the researchers wanted to hear. Future research should employ multiple researchers from varied backgrounds and conducting member checking procedures could also help mitigate potential biases and strengthen the credibility of the study. Additionally, the researchers could have explored the potential influence of factors such as the participants’ socioeconomic status, level of education, and duration of divorce on their experiences and coping strategies. Examining these variables could provide a more comprehensive understanding of the challenges faced by this population. Despite these limitations, the present study contributes to the growing body of literature on the psychological challenges faced by families of children with disabilities, particularly in the context of Saudi Arabian culture. The findings underscore the need for tailored support systems and interventions to address the unique needs of these families, ultimately enhancing their overall well-being and resilience.




5 Conclusion

This study explored the psychological challenges faced by 5 Saudi mothers of children with disabilities. The interviews revealed two overarching themes—Psychological Strain (with subthemes of Fear, Shock and Religious Acceptance) and Social Problems (with subthemes of Societal Ridicule and Absence of Remarriage Prospects). The findings provide valuable perspectives on the emotional distress and social issues experienced by these mothers within the Saudi cultural context. The results enhance understanding of the challenges faced by families in this situation.
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Appendix

Interview questions

1. How has the experience of raising a child with a disability affected your emotional well-being and mental health?

2. Can you describe the specific challenges and stressors you have faced in caring for a child with a disability, and how these have impacted your relationship with your spouse?

3. In what ways has the care of your child with a disability influenced your overall quality of life and daily functioning?

4. How have you coped with the psychological burden of caring for a child with a disability, and what support systems have been most helpful to you in managing this pressure?

5. Can you share any specific instances or situations that have put a strain on your marriage or led to increased stress due to the challenges of raising a child with a disability?
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