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Abstract

The objective of this study is to identify and rank the factors influencing
marital conflicts arising from caregiving stress in parents of children with
physical-motor disabilities. This study followed an exploratory mixed-
methods design. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with parents, and inductive—deductive content analysis was used
to derive codes and categories. Based on the qualitative findings, a researcher-
developed questionnaire was administered to 280 parents in the quantitative
phase. Data were analyzed using multivariate regression, correlation analysis,
and the Best-Worst Method to prioritize influential factors. Inferential results
indicated that caregiving stress (B = 0.41, p <.001), emotional burnout (B =
0.32, p < .001), and financial strain (B = 0.27, p < .001) positively and
significantly predicted marital conflict, whereas social support (B =—0.22, p
< .001) was a significant negative predictor. The regression model explained
58% of the variance in marital conflict. Best-Worst analysis ranked
caregiving stress as the strongest predictor (weight = 0.287), followed by
emotional burnout, financial strain, communication difficulties, and low
social support. The findings suggest that marital conflict in these families is a
multidimensional phenomenon shaped by the interaction of caregiving stress,
emotional exhaustion, economic pressure, communication challenges, and
insufficient social support. Multilevel interventions targeting parental coping,
marital communication, and support systems are essential to reducing marital
conflict in families of children with physical-motor disabilities.

Keywords: Caregiving stress; marital conflict; physical-motor disability;
parental burnout; social support; Best-Worst Method (BWM)
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marital conflict in families caring for children with physical-motor disabilities represents a multidimensional
challenge shaped by the interplay of caregiving burdens, parental psychological functioning, socioeconomic
constraints, and family system dynamics. Parents who engage in continuous caregiving must often negotiate
increased physical demands, emotional exhaustion, and a restructuring of daily routines, all of which may
heighten their vulnerability to marital distress. Existing literature suggests that interparental conflict, parental
stress, and dysregulated dyadic processes have significant implications for family functioning and child
development (Pavon et al., 2024). Exposure to chronic conflict affects not only parental relationship
satisfaction but also children’s psychosocial adjustment and emotional security (Maya et al., 2024). Studies
in family psychology further demonstrate that destructive marital conflict, combined with high caregiving
stress, may undermine parental responsiveness, contribute to unsupportive parenting, and exacerbate feelings
of insecurity among children (Lee & Lee, 2024).

Coparenting dynamics—particularly power sharing, differentiation of self, and mutual involvement in
caregiving—play a mediating role in determining the extent to which parents adapt or struggle in the face of
stress (Karababa, 2024). Empirical findings highlight how father—-mother coping strategies, fathers’ mental
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health, and culturally embedded parenting expectations influence parental resilience and the degree of
interparental tension (Jeong et al., 2024). Moreover, working mothers with caregiving responsibilities
experience unique stressors that may alter parent—child interactions and reduce emotional availability in the
marital subsystem (Jafar & Ansar, 2024). Research further emphasizes that parental stress is highly sensitive
to marital dissatisfaction, with spillover effects that drastically shape parent—child emotional climates (Kuo &
Johnson, 2021).

The COVID-19 pandemic intensified many of these household-level vulnerabilities by increasing caregiving
demands, limiting social support, heightening mental health risks, and restructuring everyday routines
(Roubinov et al., 2020; Russell et al., 2020). Evidence from multiple cultural contexts shows that prolonged
exposure to caregiving pressures, especially in families with children who have chronic or developmental
conditions, significantly increases parental burnout and marital strain (Guermazi et al., 2022; Lakes et al.,
2020). Systematic reviews highlight that unmet family needs and cumulative stressors are strongly associated
with diminished family functioning and poorer child outcomes (Dunst, 2022).

Further, scholars have noted that financial strain—frequently experienced by families caring for children with
disabilities—intensifies conflict, weakens coparenting cooperation, and reduces parental emotional resources
(Dai et al., 2022). Parents of children with chronic conditions such as mucoviscidosis often report
compromised intimacy, elevated stress, and reduced satisfaction within the marital relationship (Popa et al.,
2022). Meanwhile, parental self-efficacy and satisfaction with parenting have been shown to mediate the
relationship between child behavioral difficulties and marital satisfaction, emphasizing the multidirectional
nature of stress and family processes (Matalon & Turliuc, 2022).

Research on parental burnout identifies emotional exhaustion, detachment, and feelings of inadequacy as key
contributors to marital strain and impaired parenting (36poziceka, 2020). At the same time, beliefs about child
development, perceptions of physical activity benefits, and parental support significantly shape children’s
trajectories and buffer against stress (Lakes et al., 2020). Father involvement, as demonstrated in cross-
cultural biological-behavioral studies, also contributes meaningfully to family well-being and child stress
regulation (Gettler et al., 2021).

Conversely, positive family processes can mitigate stress. Strengths-based approaches show that constructive
marital conflict and supportive problem solving enhance children’s executive functioning and help
counterbalance stress spillover (Swerbenski et al., 2023). Integrated parenting—nutrition interventions
demonstrate that improvements in parental behaviors can have widespread benefits even for siblings not
directly receiving the intervention (Jeong et al., 2023). Nevertheless, increased screen use in children—often
occurring in high-stress households—has been associated with poorer caregiver mental health and increased
behavioral difficulties, reinforcing the interconnected nature of family stress systems (Waller et al., 2023).
Despite substantial research on families of children with developmental delays or chronic illnesses, studies
focusing specifically on marital conflict arising from caregiving stress in families with children who have
physical-motor disabilities remain limited. Existing work tends to address broader domains such as parenting
stress, family needs, or child behavior, without integrating these dimensions into a unified model that explains
how caregiving stress shapes marital conflict. Therefore, the present study seeks to fill this gap by identifying
and ranking the factors influencing marital conflicts resulting from caregiving stress in parents of children with
physical-motor disabilities.

The aim of the study is to identify and rank the key predictors of marital conflict arising from caregiving stress
in parents of children with physical-motor disabilities.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed-methods exploratory sequential design. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with parents of children with physical-motor disabilities to uncover their lived
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experiences regarding caregiving stress and marital conflict. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and analyzed using inductive—deductive content analysis to extract codes, axial categories, and
selective themes.

In the quantitative phase, a researcher-designed questionnaire based on qualitative findings was administered
to a larger sample of parents. The data collection tool included dimensions of caregiving stress, emotional
burnout, financial strain, communication difficulties, and social support. Descriptive statistics, correlation
analysis, multivariate regression, and Best—Worst Method (BWM) were applied to evaluate the strength and
ranking of predictors of marital conflict.

Findings

Qualitative analysis yielded 54 open codes, 23 axial categories, and 9 selective themes. Key themes included
caregiving role overload, emotional burnout, communication breakdown, financial strain, reduced intimacy,
and low social support. Parents repeatedly described 24-hour care responsibilities, limitations due to the child’s
mobility, chronic stress, emotional exhaustion, and tensions arising from uneven role distribution.
Quantitative descriptive statistics showed elevated levels of marital conflict (M = 3.84), caregiving stress (M
= 4.12), emotional burnout (M = 3.95), and financial pressure (M = 4.28), while social support levels were
notably low (M = 2.41). Correlation results indicated strong positive associations between marital conflict and
caregiving stress (r = .62), emotional burnout (r = .58), and financial strain (r = .55), with a significant negative
association with social support (r = —.47).

Regression findings demonstrated that caregiving stress (B = .41), emotional burnout (B = .32), and financial
strain (B = .27) were significant positive predictors of marital conflict, whereas social support was a negative
predictor (B = —.22). The model explained 58% of the variance in marital conflict. BWM analysis ranked
caregiving stress as the most influential factor (weight = 0.287), followed by emotional burnout (0.244),
financial strain (0.198), communication challenges (0.164), and low social support (0.107).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings reveal a complex and mutually reinforcing system in which caregiving stress, emotional
exhaustion, financial burdens, and weakened communication patterns contribute significantly to marital
conflict in parents of children with physical-motor disabilities. Caregiving stress emerged as the strongest
predictor, reflecting the intense physical, emotional, and temporal demands placed on parents. Emotional
burnout further exacerbates relational difficulties by reducing empathy, patience, and the emotional availability
necessary for maintaining marital cohesion. Financial strain compounds these challenges by intensifying
insecurity and limiting the family’s capacity to access supportive resources.

Communication difficulties were shown to both reflect and fuel the marital conflict cycle, illustrating how
chronic caregiving demands can erode the couple’s ability to engage in problem-solving, emotional sharing,
and joint decision-making. Low social support further amplifies vulnerability by isolating parents and reducing
opportunities for respite, emotional validation, and practical assistance.

Taken together, these findings emphasize the need for a multidimensional support framework that targets
caregiving stress, strengthens emotional coping strategies, enhances marital communication, and expands
family access to social and financial resources. The study concludes that marital conflict in these families is
best understood as a systemic condition shaped by interconnected psychological, relational, and socioeconomic
factors.
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