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Abstract 

Background: While there is growing evidence demonstrating benefits of parent 

mentalization about the child for the child’s social and emotional development, few studies 

have examined parent mentalizing in clinical populations. This paper examines mind-

mindedness (a parent’s tendency to represent their child in terms of mental states) in a sample 

of parents with a child with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). We compared parent 

representations of their child with ASD and a sibling in a similar age-range. We expected 

parents to use fewer and more negative mind-related descriptors of their child with ASD 

compared with the sibling.  

Method: Fifty-four parents of children (aged 5-12 years) with ASD completed a survey 

asking them to “Describe your child” for the child with ASD and a sibling without ASD, with 

order of presentation randomized. Severity of ASD diagnosis was assessed using DSM-V 

criteria. Descriptions were coded for reference to child mental states and proportional scores 

calculated to control for verbosity.  

Results: Parents used significantly fewer mind-related descriptors for their child with ASD 

compared with the sibling. Differences were moderated by ASD severity, with the largest 

differences apparent for parents whose child had severe ASD symptoms. Expected 

differences in negative descriptors were not found, but parents used significantly fewer 

positive and more neutral (often symptom related) mind-related descriptors for their child 

with ASD.  

Conclusions: These findings suggest parent mentalization may be challenged in relation to 

children with ASD. Results are discussed in relation to directions for future research and 

clinical implications.  

Keywords: Parental Mind-Mindedness, Autism Spectrum Disorder, Mentalizing 
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Highlights 

• This study adds to a very limited evidence base on parent mentalizing in clinical 
samples, and samples with Autism Spectrum Disorder in particular  
 

• The study shows that parent representations of children with ASD are characterised 
by fewer mental state attributes compared with representations of siblings, 
particularly when ASD symptoms are severe 
 

• Findings contribute to theory by suggesting child characteristics can influence mind-
mindedness 
 

• Clinical implications regarding the potential of interventions that focus on parent 
mentalizing are discussed 
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Introduction 

Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) have difficulties with mentalization; 

they struggle to recognise and understand mental states and emotional cues from others and 

to express appropriate social cues and mental states themselves (Baron-Cohen, 2000; Kristen, 

Rossmann, & Sodian, 2014). While the disorder varies in severity, clinical presentation and 

comorbid problems (e.g., intellectual deficit), children with a diagnosis of ASD typically 

have significant functional problems with self-regulation, social cognition (notably theory of 

mind) and social relationships. The most recent figures indicate that approximately 3% of 

Australian children aged between 5 and 12 years have a confirmed diagnosis of ASD with 

their parents and immediate families providing 80% of the support they need in 

communication and self-care (ABS Survey of Disability, Disability, Ageing and Carers, 

Australia, 2015). These figures are comparable to those in other developed countries (Hahler 

& Elsabbagh, 2015). Children with ASD typically have difficulty co-regulating their 

emotions with their caregivers, with ASD symptoms like mood lability and cognitive 

inflexibility leading to inconsistent and disconnected emotional processing (Keenan, 

Newman, Gray, & Rinehart, 2017). This represents a significant caregiving burden, and 

parents of children with ASD have consistently reported high parenting stress (for a recent 

review see Barroso, Mendez, Graziano, & Bagner, 2018), elevated risk of mental health 

problems, and attachment difficulties with their children (Teague, Newman, Tonge, & Gray, 

2018).  

A growing body of research demonstrates that parent capacity for mentalizing, 

defined as the tendency to hold the child’s mental states in mind and interpret the child’s 

behavior in terms of underlying mental states (Sharp & Fonagy, 2008), contributes to the 

development of secure attachment relationships and enhances children’s cognitive and social-
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emotional development (see Camoirano, 2017; McMahon & Bernier, 2017; Zeegers, 

Colonnesi, Stam, & Meins, 2017 for recent reviews). Few studies, however, have examined 

parent mentalizing in samples where children have neurodevelopmental problems, and there 

is limited and equivocal evidence addressing whether parent mentalizing might be influenced 

by characteristics of the child and the context of parenting (Camoirano, 2017; McMahon & 

Bernier, 2017). As mentalizing problems are fundamental to ASD, the investigation of parent 

mentalizing in families where children have ASD could be informative from both a 

theoretical and clinical perspective. It is plausible that a parent’s capacity to tune in to mental 

states may be especially important for the development of children with ASD, but also 

possible that the child’s communication and behavior difficulties may make the task of tuning 

in to mental states particularly challenging for parents. The current study explores parent 

mentalizing in a sample of families where at least one child has a diagnosis of ASD.  

Parental Mind-Mindedness 

There are several approaches to assessment of parent mentalization. These include 

parent references to their own and their child’s mental states during a narrative interview 

about the parent-child relationship (e.g., “I’m always trying to work out what makes her 

tick”) (Fonagy, Target, Steele, & Steele, 1998), caregiver inferences about the motives 

underpinning observed child behavior (e.g.,  I think he was trying to show how he could 

solve problems) (Oppenheim, Koren-Karie, & Sagi, 2001) and the spontaneous tendency to 

attribute mental states to the child, referred to as mind-mindedness (“She’s very thoughtful 

and always curious about how other people feel”) (Meins, 1997). This latter approach has the 

most substantial evidence base with twenty years of empirical research (McMahon & 

Bernier, 2017; Zeegers et al., 2017). There are two approaches to assessment: one involves 

observed use of mental state words directed to an infant (generally under 12 months of age) 

during real-time interaction (observational measure; Meins, Fernyhough, Fradley, & Tucker, 
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2011), while the other (representational measure) is assessed through the parent’s use of 

mental attributes when responding to an open-ended invitation to describe their child (Meins, 

Fernyhough, Russell, & Clark-Carter, 1998), typically used in pre-school aged and older 

children (Meins & Fernyhough, 2015). Parent orientation to a child’s mental states is 

believed to provide the child with a sense of being understood and valued as an individual 

and also to provide external regulation of behavior (Bernier, McMahon, & Perrier, 2017), 

which could be particularly helpful to autistic children. 

 There is convergent and consistent evidence that parental mind-mindedness is 

associated with more advanced child theory of mind understanding, and evidence is emerging 

in relation to better child sleep regulation, executive functioning, language development and 

behavioral adjustment (Bernier & McMahon, 2017). Most evidence pertains to mind-

mindedness assessed with the interactional measure, but some studies have shown that pre-

school aged children whose parents use more mental state words when describing them show 

superior performance on a theory of mind task (Wang, Zhu, & Wang, 2017; Lundy, 2013; 

Lundy & Fyfe, 2015),  use more mental state language during a problem solving task (Lundy 

& Fyfe, 2015) and have greater communicative competence (Zammit & Atkinson, 2016). 

Whether these same associations would apply in the case of children with ASD remains an 

open empirical question. 

 There is emerging evidence that higher parental mind-mindedness may be associated 

with fewer child behavior problems, but results are equivocal and moderated by family risk 

variables and child characteristics. Children with ASD have high rates of severe and 

disruptive behavior difficulties compared with typical populations (Newcomb & Hagopian, 

2018). Being oriented to the motives and feelings underlying such behaviour could mean 

parents are less inclined to experience and label challenging behaviours as difficult and may 

help parents to intervene to redirect and defuse escalating melt-downs and conflicts 
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(McMahon & Meins, 2012). The most compelling evidence relating behavioral problems to 

mind-mindedness to date, comes from Hughes, Aldercotte & Foley (2016) who reported that 

the 12 year old children of parents who used more mental state words to describe them had 

fewer disruptive behaviour problems, even after taking account of prior child behavioural 

adjustment (at 6 years), family adversity and low parental monitoring. These findings contrast 

somewhat with those of an earlier study of 4 year olds referred to a community mental health 

clinic for behavior difficulties (aggression, tantrums, anxiety, sleeping and eating problems). 

While parents of the referred children used fewer mental state words when describing their 

child and the words were more likely to be negative, compared with a comparison 

community sample, theorised associations (lower mind-mindedness with higher behaviour 

problems) were found in the community sample, but not in the referred clinical sample 

(Walker, Wheatcroft, & Camic, 2012). Clearly more research is needed to understand the role 

of parent mentalizing in the context of challenging child behaviour, and in clinical samples. 

Do child characteristics influence parent mind-mindedness?  

Meins and colleagues have suggested that mind-mindedness is a relational construct 

capturing a stable orientation to mental states that is specific to people with whom one has 

close relationships (Meins, Fernyhough, & Harris-Waller, 2014), and further that mind-

mindedness is likely to be independent of child characteristics, demographic variables and 

social circumstances (Meins, Fernyhough, Arnott, Turner, & Leekam, 2011). Evidence to 

date largely supports this conceptualization, with predominantly null findings in relation to 

child gender, age, and temperament in community samples (McMahon & Bernier, 2017). One 

of very few studies to examine parent mind-mindedness in an atypical sample of children has 

suggested that a child’s complex history could influence parent mind-mindedness, however. 

Fishburn et al. (2017) reported results from three related studies indicating that compared 

with biological parents, adoptive and foster parents and parents of children where there had 
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been a child protection notification used fewer mind-related descriptors of their child (over a 

broad age-range) and tended to describe the child in terms of their pre-adoption or placement 

experiences. They suggested that this focus on the child’s complex history may compromise 

parent capacity to orient to the child’s mental states in the here and now.   

Some studies (small samples) suggest that mind-mindedness may be impaired in 

adults with diagnoses associated with impaired processing of emotional information, 

including borderline personality disorder (Schacht, Hammond, Marks, Wood, & Conroy, 

2013; Marcoux, Bernier, Séguin, Boike Armerding, & Lyons-Ruth, 2017), and ASD (Kristen, 

et al., 2014), but the impact of neurodevelopmental disorders in children is not yet 

understood. It is well recognised that demanding and reactive child behaviour can adversely 

influence parental perceptions of the child (e.g., Papousek & von Hofacker, 1998) and in one 

recent study of a community sample of Cantonese speaking children aged between 3 and 6 

years, the proportion of mind-related descriptors parents provided was positively correlated 

with child age and verbal ability (Wang et al., 2017). We suggest that the relational, 

communicative, and behavioral difficulties typical of ASD children may challenge their 

parents’ capacity to represent them as a mental being.  

ASD and parental mind-mindedness 

In the only study to date to explore parental mind-mindedness in the parents of 

children with ASD, Kirk & Sharma (2017) found no differences in the proportion of mental 

state descriptors parents provided when asked to describe their child with ASD and a sibling. 

It has been suggested that consideration of the valence of mental state descriptors might be 

informative when studying samples at risk of caretaking difficulties (Demers, Bernier, 

Tarabulsy, & Provost, 2010), but few studies have done so. Kirk and Sharma found that 

parents used more negative descriptors of their child with ASD. The sample size for 
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comparison (n= 27) was small, however, and the researchers noted difficulties in coding the 

descriptions parents provided for their ASD child as they were qualitatively different.  

Benson and Karlof (2008; 2009) also noted that responses were qualitatively different 

when exploring parent representations of children with ASD.  They used a different, but 

related approach, the Five-Minute Speech Sample (FMSS, Magana et al., 1986) in which 

parents also receive an open-ended invitation to talk about their child. The coding system 

emphasizes the emotional tone, particularly hostility and criticism. Benson and Karlof noted 

that parents in their study described their children in emotionally neutral or mildly critical 

rather than explicitly negative ways (e.g., ‘he flaps his arms a lot’). Noting that parent 

descriptions often referred to some of the unusual behaviours or mannerisms of children with 

ASD these researchers later modified the coding system in order to better capture the unique 

nature of the descriptions parents gave regarding their children with ASD (Benson, Daley, 

Karlof, & Robinson, 2011).  

Hence, there appears to be some evidence that parent descriptions and representations 

may differ for children with ASD, warranting further research. While there is just one study 

to date on the association between ASD severity and mind-mindedness, a recent literature 

review by Cibralic et al., 2019 reported that overall evidence indicated that children with 

more severe ASD had more compromised emotional regulation capacity. Since parental 

mentalizing has been proposed an external regulator of behavior (Bernier et al., 2017), further 

investigation of mentalizing in parents of ASD children is needed.   

The current study. Thus, the current study aims to explore and describe parent 

mentalization in parents of children diagnosed with ASD. Using a within family sibling 

design to control for parent characteristics, we will test the hypothesis that parents will use a) 

lower proportions of mental state words and b) more negative mental state words to describe 

their child with ASD, compared to a sibling without ASD. Children with ASD are a 
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heterogenous group. Some have severe communication problems, others more sensory-motor 

difficulties and there is variability in intellectual functioning. Although the only previous 

study to examine mind-mindedness in children with ASD did not support their hypothesis 

regarding severity, we expect mentalizing to be more compromised when children have a 

more severe diagnosis of ASD.   

Method 

Participants 

Fifty-four parents (M age = 39 years, SD = 4.58, range 29-53 years) of children with a 

diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) (M age = 8.47 years, SD = 2.16, range 5-12 

years) and another child of comparable age without an ASD diagnosis (M age = 7.94 years, 

SD = 2.28, range 5-12 years) completed the study survey. Parents who were invited to 

participate were either clients of support/therapeutic services (e.g., speech therapy, 

occupational therapy etc.) or were members of online support groups for parents of children 

with ASD. Only parents of children with a formal diagnosis of ASD that met either DSM V 

criteria (American Psychiatric Association, 2013) based on assessment by a health 

professional (psychologist, psychiatrist, school counsellor) were eligible to participate in the 

study. Most participants were mothers (11% fathers) who spoke English as a first language, 

were tertiary educated and in a relationship. A detailed description of the participant and 

child demographics is presented in Table 1.  

 

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

The research was approved by the relevant Institutional Human Research Ethics 

Committee and complied with all ethical procedures outlined by the Australian National 

Code of Ethics. Parents were recruited through advertising fliers or emails distributed by 

seven service providers for children with ASD in the Sydney area, posts on social media 
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support groups and snowball sampling. Participants were invited to enter a draw to win one 

of three $100 vouchers as an acknowledgement of their time.  

Materials 

Demographic measures. Parents were asked to provide basic demographic 

information summarised in Table 1.  

ASD diagnosis, severity and comorbidity. ASD is characterised as a difficulty in 

two main areas; social communication/interaction and restricted/repetitive patterns of 

behaviour, interests or activities. According to the DSM-V (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013), ASD diagnoses are further graded into three severity levels, dependent 

upon the level of support the individual requires; Level 1 (Mild), is defined as “requiring 

support” where without supports deficits in social communication and inflexibility of 

behaviors could interfere with functioning and cause noticeable impairments; Level 2 

(Moderate), is defined as “requiring substantial support” whereby there are marked deficits in 

verbal and non-verbal social communication skills and apparent inflexibility of behavior, and 

difficulty coping with change despite supports; Level 3 (severe/profound) is defined as 

‘requiring very substantial support’ with severe deficits in verbal and non-verbal 

communication, inflexibility of behavior and extreme difficulty coping with change, causing 

severe impairments in functioning. Information regarding child ASD diagnosis severity was 

obtained through parent responses to forced choice questions, whereby they were asked to 

indicate whether their child’s ASD diagnosis was level 1 (Mild); level 2 (Moderate), or level 

3 (Severe/profound).  A “don’t know” option was provided, but no parents selected this 

response.  

 

Mind-mindedness. The extent to which the parents’ mental representations of the 

child focused on mental states (mind-mindedness) was measured by asking participants “Can 
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you describe your child” from Meins et al.’s (1998) representational (interview) measure, 

adapted to allow a response provided online instead of a verbal response. Parents were 

informed there was no right or wrong response and that they could write as much or as little 

as they pleased. This approach has been used in previous research (Fishburn et al., 2017; 

Meins et al., 2014), validated as comparable to a face to face interview (Meins et al., 2014), 

and was completed for the ASD child and sibling.  

Each descriptor of the child’s attributes was coded exclusively and exhaustively into 

one of four categories according to the mind-mindedness coding manual (Meins & 

Fernyhough, 2015). These consisted of: 1) Mental attributes: descriptors referring to the 

child’s mental life, including mental traits (e.g., wilful, opinionated, clever), desires and 

wishes (e.g., she wants to be a teacher), likes/dislikes with respect to mental activities (e.g., 

she likes reading; he loves solving puzzles) emotions (e.g., happy); 2) Behavioural attributes: 

any descriptor referring to the child’s behaviour (e.g., activities, talkative, active, sociable); 3) 

Physical attributes: descriptors referring to the child’s physical characteristics (e.g., blonde,  

three feet tall); 4) General attributes: descriptors relating to the child that did not the fit the 

above categories (e.g., he’s a lovely boy, my second son). 

After examining parent responses, it was observed that parents would often refer to 

the child’s diagnosis or associated symptoms (e.g., “Non-verbal, sensory seeker, highly 

anxious and absconds”; “An 8-year-old girl who has autism and an intellectual disability and 

struggles with everyday life”; “Very rigid routines and sensory difficulties”). Thus, an 

additional category “ASD symptomatology” was added. In cases where the descriptor might 

be considered characteristic of ASD profiles, but also made a clear reference to the child’s 

mind, the descriptor was coded as a Mental (e.g., “quirky”, “great with numbers”, “loves 

technology”, “obsessive about constructing things with Lego”). Finally, some parents 

described the child in terms of the child’s impact (ASD implied) on them or their lifestyle. 
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These descriptors were classified as Self-References, (e.g., “she wears me out”, “brings us 

much joy”), similar to an approach taken by Benson et al. (2011) with the Five-Minute 

Speech Sample. 

 Frequencies of descriptors falling into each of the above categories were calculated 

and mental descriptors converted to proportional scores (mental state descriptors/total 

descriptors) to control for verbosity, as recommended by Meins and Fernyhough (2015). A 

higher proportion of mental attributes was taken as an indicator of higher mind-mindedness, 

and the proportional score used for hypothesis testing.  Remaining categories (behavioural, 

ASD symptomology, general and self-referential descriptors), were combined together as 

“non-mental” descriptors.  Additionally, all mental descriptors were then coded as positive, 

(e.g., “creative”, “intelligent”, “gifted”, “loving”), negative (e.g., “emotionally volatile”, 

“manipulative”) or neutral (e.g., “incapable of lying”, “often in his own world”, “Self-

proclaimed loneliness with a desire to fit in”). Higher proportions of positive vs. negative or 

neutral valence descriptors suggested a more positive representation of the child’s mental 

states. 

A selection of mind-mindedness descriptors was coded by an independent coder blind 

to the study hypotheses, sibling design, and the nature of the sample in the study. In order to 

try to minimise clues from descriptors that might suggest a profile of a child with ASD, 

descriptors were not grouped by child. Rather, individual descriptors (n = 155) were selected, 

randomised, and provided to the second coder who classified the words as mental/non-

mental, and then, for those classified mental, assigned valence. Inter-rater reliability 

(agreement with the primary coder) was assessed through Cohen’s kappa: k=.82 for mental 

vs. non-mental descriptors, and for valence k=0.86 for positive, 0 .72 for neutral and 0.86 for 

negative.   

Procedure 
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Participants were invited to complete an anonymous online survey on the Qualtrics 

survey platform (Qualtrics, Provo, UT) or a paper/pen survey according to participant 

preference. After providing consent, the participants were asked two screening questions 

ensuring they had a child aged 5-12 years of age with a formal ASD diagnosis, and a second 

child in the same age-group. The participants then answered demographic questions and 

completed the mind-mindedness question regarding their child with ASD and their child 

without ASD, with the order of the child to whom these questions referred randomised. After 

completing the survey, participants were asked to share the advertising fliers, email, or post 

on social media with eligible family and friends.  

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

Data were analysed using SPSS Statistics 25. Histograms indicated that proportions of 

mental descriptors satisfied the assumption of normality for children with ASD, W=.97, 

p=.26 and siblings without ASD, W=.97, p=.33. Histograms of positive mental descriptors 

were found to be negatively skewed for both children with ASD, W=.86, p<.001, and 

siblings, W=.75, p<.00; positively skewed for neutral descriptors of children with ASD, 

W=.82, p<.001, and siblings without ASD (W=.70, p<.001); and positively skewed for 

negative descriptors of children with ASD (W=.44, p<.001) and siblings without ASD 

(W=.42, p<.001). Analyses examining non-normal outcome variables were assessed using 

parametric and non-parametric tests. As results were similar only parametric tests are noted.  

 Demographic variables. Bivariate correlations and T-tests indicated that there were 

no significant associations among parent or child demographic factors and parents’ tendency 

to use mental descriptors or the valence of the mental descriptors (including child and parent 

age, parent gender, ASD child gender, sibling gender, child co-morbid diagnosis, language, 

employment, relationship status or carer status).  
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Diagnostic variables. One-way analysis of variance indicated that the mean 

proportions of mental descriptors parents used for their child with ASD differed according to 

ASD severity (Levels 1-3), F (2, 53) = 8.84, p < .001. Specifically, parents of children with 

ASD Level 3 (n = 10) were found to use fewer mental state descriptors than parents of 

children with ASD Level 1 (n = 29), Mdiff  = -.32.56, SE = .08, p < .001, or Level 2 (n = 15), 

Mdiff  = -.23.55, SE = .09, p = .009. Further, parents of children with ASD/ID comorbidity (n = 

14) were found to use a lower proportion of mental descriptors compared with those with no 

ID diagnosis, t (52) =-2.71, p=.009. Due to the high level of overlap with symptom severity 

(70% of ASD children classified level 3 also had an ID diagnosis, but only 1 out of 29 ASD 

children classified level 1 had a comorbid ID diagnosis), only ASD severity was included as a 

potential moderator. The valence of the mental descriptors did not differ across the severity 

categories, so severity was not included as a potential moderator for analyses examining 

valence. 

Hypothesis Testing 

Number of mental state descriptors. The first hypothesis proposed that parents 

would use a lower proportion of mental descriptors to describe their child with ASD 

compared to their child without ASD. A mixed methods ANOVA was performed with child 

diagnosis (ASD or sibling without ASD) as the within parent factor, and ASD diagnosis 

severity (levels 1-3) as the between parents’ factor. As results of preliminary analyses 

indicated that severity was related to parent use of mental state descriptors, child diagnosis x 

ASD severity was included as the interaction term to see if diagnosis severity moderated any 

child effects.  

 There was a significant main effect of child diagnosis, F (1,52) = 20.339, p < .001, η2 

= .28 indicating that parents used a lower proportion of mind-related words to describe their 

child with ASD (M=.40, SD=24) compared to the sibling without ASD (M=.56, SD=.25). 
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Figure 1 demonstrates the different types of descriptors parents used to describe their 

children.  

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE  
 
There was, however, a marginally significant interaction effect (child diagnosis x 

ASD severity), F (2,52) = 2.96, p = .06, η2 = .10 (see Figure 2). Due to the small sample size 

and low statistical power (only 10 parents in the ASD level 3 group) this was further 

explored. As figure 2 illustrates, there was a large difference in mental state descriptors 

comparing ASD children and siblings when the ASD child had a Level 3 (severe) diagnosis, 

while the differences were smaller in the other two diagnostic groups. Pairwise comparisons 

(with Bonferroni corrections) showed that the differences in parent descriptions of their ASD 

child and sibling were accounted for by those with a severe (Level 3 diagnosis), Mdiff =-.34, 

SE=.10, t(9)=-3.36, p=<.01, d=1.26,  however, there was also a significant difference in the 

mild (Level 1) group, M diff =-.15, SE=.05, t(29)=-3.08, p<.01, d=.74.  There was no 

significant difference, Mdiff =-.07, SE=-.07, t(14)=-.96, p=.36, d=.3, in the proportion of 

mental state descriptors comparing the ASD child with his/her sibling, when the ASD child 

had a Level 2 diagnosis. Note also that siblings of ASD children with Level 1 (mild) 

diagnosis had the highest proportion of mental descriptors. 

INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE. 

Valence. The second hypothesis concerned the valence of the mental state descriptors. 

It was expected that parents would provide more negative mental descriptors to describe their 

child with ASD compared to their child without ASD. Three paired t-tests (there were no 

covariates) with Bonferroni adjustments (p values < .016 considered significant) showed that 

contrary to prediction, parents’ use of negative mental state descriptors did not differ for their 

child with ASD, M = .07, SD = .18, compared to the sibling without ASD, M = .08, SD = 

.21, t(43) = -.35, p = .729, d = .44.  Rather, parents used a lower proportion of positive mental 
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state descriptors when talking about their child with ASD, M = .63, SD = .35, compared to 

the sibling without ASD, M = .79, SD = .28, t (43) = -2.56, p = .014, d = .39 (see Figure 3). 

Interestingly, parents also used a higher proportion of neutral mental descriptors for their 

ASD child, M = .30, SD = .33, compared with the sibling without ASD, M = .12, SD = .18, 

 t (43) = 2.91, p = .006, d = .05.  

Post-hoc comparisons with previously published data 

As there is scant published work exploring mind-mindedness in clinical populations, 

and the siblings of children with ASD may not be “typical” as in community samples, 

frequencies and proportions of mental state descriptors in the current study were compared 

with previously published data from community samples using T-tests. Results showed 

parents in the current study used similar proportions of mental descriptors for their children 

with ASD (.40) compared to community parents of typically developing children, where the 

proportions generally range from .32 to .47.  Interestingly, however, parents were found to 

use a significantly higher proportion of mental descriptors for their children without ASD 

(.56) compared to typical scores from community samples, see Figure 4. 

INSERT FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE 

Discussion 

A parent’s tendency to think of their child as a unique individual with a mind has been 

associated with many positive developmental outcomes including the child’s ability to 

mentalize, more regulated child behavior and a higher likelihood of secure attachment to 

caregivers (Camoirano, 2017; McMahon & Bernier, 2017; Zeegers et al., 2017). Difficulties 

with mentalization are at the heart of autism and many children with ASD have functional 

difficulties with relationships and behavior and emotion regulation (Keenan et al., 2017). The 

current study adds to a small evidence base regarding parent mentalization in clinical samples 

and in the context of ASD in particular.   
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As expected, parents used fewer mental state descriptors for their child with ASD 

compared with their child without ASD. This difference was largely accounted for by the 

subgroup of parents whose child had a diagnosis of “severe” autism. However, the small 

numbers in this group (n=10), meant that the moderation approached significance only at a 

trend level.  Demers and colleagues (2010) have noted the importance of considering the 

valance of mental state descriptors, particularly in high risk samples. In the current study, 

while predictions of more negative mental state descriptors were not supported, the mental 

state words parents provided for their child with ASD were less positive and more neutral 

compared with a sibling without the diagnosis, and this was independent of the severity of the 

child’s diagnosis.  

Only one study to date (Kirk & Sharma, 2017) has examined mind-mindedness in 

parents of children with ASD, using a similar sibling design with a small sample (n = 27). 

Current findings differ from this earlier study which found no difference in the proportions of 

mental state descriptors parents used to describe their child with ASD compared with a 

sibling without ASD, no relation between parent mind-mindedness and ASD severity, and 

that parents used more negative mental state descriptors. One potential explanation for these 

different findings is variation in coding procedures. In the current study it was noted that a 

large number of descriptors parents provided for their child with ASD were about the disorder 

itself. Thus, an ASD Symptomatology category was added to the coding scheme to account 

for descriptors such as “social delays”, “anxious”, ‘repetitive’, ‘rigid’, ‘restrictive’, ‘non-

verbal’ etc. (Of note we also added a coding category for “Self-Reference” which captured 

descriptions of the child that focused on the child’s impact on the parent, but these descriptors 

were infrequent.)  

While most ASD symptomatology descriptors were behavioral, descriptors such as 

“anxious”, “non-verbal”, could potentially be considered mental (pertaining to emotion and 
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language and intellectual functioning, respectively). Our assigning of these types of 

descriptors  to the symptom rather than the mental category may have reduced the proportion 

of mental state descriptions in the current study (and those deemed negative in valence) in 

comparison to the only other study to examine mind-mindedness in ASD children.  

Descriptors parents gave of children with ASD varied markedly. In some cases, 

descriptions of the child read like a list of symptoms, while others showed parental reflection 

about the child’s individuality and inner world. For example, one parent described their child 

as “cute & cuddly, youngest child, non-verbal, impaired mobility, infantile spasms, very 

challenging behaviors, not toilet trained, needs full supervision & assistance with all tasks”. 

On the other hand, some parents used mental state descriptors, which, while arguably specific 

to ASD, clearly reflected the child’s individuality and attributed meaning to the child’s 

behavior, for example “loves to be at home in his own little world.” Such descriptors were 

classified as mental. The words quirky and creative were also used frequently (and coded as 

“Mental”). 

In summary, assigning a category for symptomatology descriptors provided a measure 

of the extent to which the parents’ internal representations of their children involved aspects 

of their child’s diagnosis, which may have useful clinical applications. Approximately 25% of 

parent descriptors of ASD children referred to symptoms, contributing substantially to the 

finding of lower proportions of mental state descriptors for these children.  These findings 

suggest the salience of the child’s disorder may compromise the parent’s tendency to think 

about the child’s unique mental characteristics, especially as mind-mindedness was lower 

when the child had more severe ASD symptoms.   

It is plausible that the parents’ tendency to respond with symptoms when asked to 

describe their child may have been attributable to frequent engagements with health 

professionals and support services where they are required to provide a context by describing 
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their child’s disorder and medical history. Perhaps as parents engage with allied health 

professionals and educators they integrate language related to the diagnosis into their 

representations of their child. Indeed, current findings have some similarities with findings by 

Fishburn and colleagues (2017) that parents of children with complex histories (adoption, 

child protection) were inclined to talk about the child’s history when asked to describe the 

child, perhaps because of so many interactions with service providers.  

Current study findings in relation to the valence of mental state descriptors also differ 

somewhat from those reported by Kirk and Sharma (2017). Both studies noted fewer positive 

valence mental state descriptors, but in the earlier study, mental state descriptors of children 

with ASD were significantly more negative compared with the sibling, while in our study 

there were more neutral descriptors, likely due to coding of words such as anxious, as a 

symptom (with no valence assigned), as discussed above. Parents in the current study also 

provided many neutral mental descriptors for their children with ASD (e.g., “still learning 

about boundaries and social skills with discussions” or “complete bookworm”). Benson et al. 

(2011) reported similar findings using the Five Minute Speech Sample, with parents often 

giving descriptions of their child’s ASD related behaviors, mannerisms and characteristics in 

mostly neutral terms.   

While few studies have examined parent mentalization in clinical or atypical 

populations of children, current findings add to a small evidence base suggesting parent 

mentalization may be influenced by child characteristics and parenting context, and 

compromised compared to community samples (Walker et al., 2012; Fishburn et al., 2017).  

The sibling design (also used by Kirk & Sharma, 2017) addresses limitations of these 

previous studies by controlling for possible differences in parent characteristics in the 

community and referred samples.  
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As there are so few studies addressing clinical populations, we examined mind-

mindedness scores in our sample compared with demographically similar community 

samples in previous published reports. Interestingly, mind-mindedness scores for the children 

with ASD were comparable to previously published means, but significantly higher for the 

siblings. These comparisons suggest that parents of ASD children are not less inclined to 

mentalize about their child, rather they may be “hyper-mentalizing” about the non-affected 

sibling which could explain the differences found.  

These high mind-mindedness scores for siblings are intriguing and warrant further 

investigation. One possibility is that siblings of children with ASD are required to take on 

carer responsibilities at a young age, as has been noted in other studies of children with 

disability and their siblings (Nuttall, Coberly & Diesel, 2018), which may contribute to more 

mature and thoughtful behavior. Siblings have also been found to provide support for their 

parents, possibly creating a stronger bond, and thus more opportunity for the parent to get to 

know and understand the child (Tomeny, Barry, Fair, & Riley, 2017). It is also possible that 

when parents have difficulty understanding the mental states of their child with ASD, they 

become very conscious of the mental states and capacities of their non-affected child, which 

are perhaps easier to read, and this contrast is salient to them.  

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions 

The current study involved 54 parents reporting on a child with ASD and a sibling of 

comparable age, a substantially larger sample that the only other study of mind-mindedness 

in parents of children with ASD. Study strengths included the repeated measures (sibling) 

design whereby each parent acted as his/her own control with respect to mentalization 

measures, increasing statistical power, despite the relatively small numbers. The collection of 

data from a variety of different service provider sites increased the likelihood that the sample 
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was representative of the population of parents with children with ASD. The order of 

presentation of the “describe your child” question was randomized to prevent order effects.  

Notwithstanding these strengths, several limitations need to be acknowledged. The 

study was unable to directly compare mind-mindedness scores for the ASD child or the 

sibling with community populations with comparable demographic profiles, and comparisons 

with previously published data can only be speculative. Further research should explore these 

differences as well as sibling and family effects on mentalization, and how this may relate to 

other constructs including attachment, parental stress and the parent-child relationship.  

Additionally, while this study had a reasonable sample size, numbers were small when 

comparing diagnostic subgroups, with only 10 children were classified as having Level 3 

(Severe) ASD. Further, ASD diagnosis and severity recordings were dependent on parent 

reports. As parents may have limited or misinformed knowledge relating to their child’s 

diagnosis, conclusions regarding severity should be interpreted with caution. Future research 

could confirm the diagnosis from independent sources, as well as the impact of other 

comorbid diagnoses such as intellectual disability or ADHD.  

Parent responses to an invitation to describe their child capture their spontaneous 

tendency to represent their child in terms of mental states, but not how accurate these 

representations are, nor their tendency to use mental state language when interacting with the 

child.  The observational mind-mindedness assessment used with younger children (Meins et 

al., 2001) enables an assessment of accuracy of parent interpretations of child mental states, 

not possible with the interview question and also captures mental state language in action. 

Finally, it should be noted that parents provided rich, interesting and individualized (if 

sometimes ambivalent) descriptions of their children with ASD. For example, one person 

described her child as “agitated, non-verbal, non-toileting, destructive, enchanting”.  

Uniqueness was a common theme, with the word “quirky” frequently used, for example, 
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“quirky, scatty, and different. Complete bookworm. Often in her own world and difficult to 

connect to. Easily distracted, difficult to keep her on task”. Other descriptions were accepting 

and supportive “My little dude is one of the happiest kids you would meet. He struggles a lot 

in everyday things. Dressing, eating, and has no sense of danger. He keeps me on my toes.” 

These rich and varied descriptions may provide further insight into both the challenges and 

the positive experiences of parenting children with ASD. The current study focused on mental 

state words, in line with the mind-mindedness construct, however future research could 

incorporate more detailed content analysis of parent descriptors and emotional tone.  

Implications 

The findings of this study suggest that parent mentalization may be compromised 

when children have ASD, at least in comparison with their sibling, and that this is particularly 

the case when symptoms are severe. Since children with ASD typically have problems with 

mentalizing and social relationships themselves, interventions targeting parent mentalization   

may help ameliorate some of these difficulties. Mentalization based interventions have been 

shown to improve parents’ capacity to read child cues and reflect on mental states, resulting 

in improved quality of parent-child interaction in samples of children in high risk populations 

with mothers involved in prison systems (Baradon, Fonagy, Bland, Lenard, & Sleed., 2008), 

and in samples of very young mothers (aged 14-25 years) who had a low baseline parent 

mentalization score (Sadler et al., 2013) and those with neurodevelopmental problems 

including ASD (Sealy & Glovinsky, 2016).  

Interestingly in a recent randomized controlled trial, Enav and colleagues (2019) ran a 

four weeks mentalizing intervention for 36 parents of children with ASD and compared 

outcomes with 28 parents in a wait-list condition. They found parent reflective functioning 

and emotional management improved in the treatment group. The parents also subsequently 

reported decreased child behavioral and emotional symptoms indicating that mentalization 
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based interventions may help parents to better understand their child’s mental states and assist 

them in co-regulating their child’s emotions. The clinical utility of mind-mindedness and 

mentalizing interventions needs to be further explored in relation to families with an ASD 

child.  

In conclusion, the current study found parents used fewer mental state words when 

describing their child with ASD compared with a sibling, and that the mental state descriptors 

were less frequently positive. Interestingly, however, the very high scores for siblings and 

scores comparable to published data for the ASD children suggest that having a child with 

ASD may influence parent mentalization towards both children.  
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