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Abstract

Introduction: This study examines how individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) perceive early relationships
with their parents, framing these perceptions within Mahler’s separation-individuation process and Bowlby’s attachment
theory. Early parent-child interaction is conceptualised as a reciprocal developmental process shaped primarily by ASD-
related communication profiles and parental responses to these developmental characteristics and other various factors that
contribute to parent-child interaction.

Objectives: The study aims to investigate whether adults with and without ASD differ in their perceptions of parental
bonding — specifically care and overprotection — and to explore how adults with ASD describe early relational experiences
with both mothers and fathers.

Methods: A mixed-methods design was applied to deepen understanding of both measurable and subjective relational
patterns. Quantitatively, 38 adults with ASD and 100 adults without ASD completed the Parental Bonding Instrument (PBI),
assessing each parent separately. Reliability was examined using Cronbach’s alpha, and group differences were tested with
independent sample t- tests. Qualitatively, semi-structured interviews with 18 adults with ASD were analysed using inductive
thematic analysis to capture lived experiences of early relational processes and to triangulate quantitative findings.

Results: Adults with ASD reported significantly higher perceived maternal overprotection, whereas no differences emerged
in perceived care. Qualitative analysis revealed heterogeneity in relational experiences, including emotional distance, mis-
understandings, and limited autonomy, alongside examples of supportive parental behaviour.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that perceptions of overprotection and relational challenges arise within a broader de-
velopmental and sociocultural context shaped by neurodivergent communication patterns, parental coping strategies, and
prevailing intervention narratives. The results highlight the need for parent support programs that promote relational sensi-
tivity, autonomy support, and a nuanced understanding of ASD-specific developmental characteristics, rather than attributing
relational difficulties to parents.

Keywords: autism spectrum disorder, perception of parental bonding, parent-child interaction, separation-individuation
process, overprotection, professional support
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1. Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to examine the perception of
childhood parental bonds among individuals with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD) and to explore how they expe-
rienced their early relationships with parents. Our inter-
est is grounded in early developmental processes, as op-
timal parenting providing safety through appropriate care
and protection plays a central role in socioemotional devel-
opment, behaviour regulation, emotional functioning, and
social competence (Nelson et al., 2019; Ong et al., 2018;
Pallini et al., 2018). Previous research shows that devel-
opmental deviations in ASD are most evident in the so-
cial domain (Grzadzinski et al., 2014; Ozonoff and Iosif,
2019; Nadeem et al., 2021). Accordingly, this study focuses
on the perception and lived experiences of early parental
bonds in individuals with ASD and highlights some influ-
ences in the researched domain that may negatively affect
social development and future social connectedness. Mater-
nal communication is often not fully attuned to the child’s
focus of attention (Doussard Roosevelt et al., 2003), and the
presence of atypical social cues in children with ASD can
further obscure caregivers’ ability to recognise their need
for closeness (Wan et al., 2012; Kobayashi, 2000). More-
over, because early play in children with ASD frequently
involves only minimal parental participation, this can addi-
tionally hinder the development of early bonding (Beurkens
et al., 2013). The biological predispositions of individuals
with ASD should not be disregarded, as they negatively in-
fluence their social motivation for forming social connec-
tions (Chevallier et al., 2012). Thus, parent-child interac-
tions and relationships are significantly shaped by numer-
ous influences of neurodivergence in individuals with ASD,
which strongly affects parental responses. As stated by Bur-
rell and Borrego (2012) and Crowell et al. (2019), the char-
acteristic functioning of a child with autistic disorders is
associated with non-constructive parental responses, which
mutually reinforce each other and result in dysfunctional
family dynamics. All this may also affect the separation-
individuation process and developmental outcomes related
to social connectedness. Understanding these early devel-
opmental risk factors provides deeper insight into the func-
tioning of individuals with ASD and forms a basis for de-
signing more effective support and intervention programs
that are connected to the characteristics of early parent-child
interaction in individuals with ASD, and are aimed at ad-
dressing deficits in social communication and interaction.
The theoretical framework guiding this research is Mahler’s
separation-individuation process (Mahler et al., 1975), ex-
amined here through the lens of how this developmental
trajectory unfolds in individuals with ASD. The separation-
individuation process is significantly complemented by at-
tachment theory (Bowlby, 1969), which places the relation-
ship at the center of the child’s development and defines it
as a fundamental factor in developing the individual’s in-
ner world — the attachment model which remains relatively
stable over time.

2. Characteristics of Autism Spectrum Disor-
der (ASD)

Modern definitions describe autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) as a neurodevelopmental condition marked by per-
sistent deficits in social communication and social inter-
action, alongside restricted and repetitive patterns of be-
haviour, interests, or activities (American Psychiatric Asso-
ciation, 2022; World Health Organisation, 2019). Although
extensive research has examined the etiology of autism, its
precise causes remain unclear. ASD is understood as a neu-
rologically based developmental condition with strong ge-
netic foundations that are shaped by a complex interplay
of genetic and environmental factors. Numerous pathways
have been proposed, but the ways in which these factors in-
teract and jointly influence development are still not fully
understood (Crowell et al., 2019; Giovedi et al., 2014; Kin-
ney, 2010; Nadeem et al., 2021; Rogers et al., 2013).

This paper focuses on the social aspects of early develop-
mental dynamics. Beyond delays in speech, language, and
communication, early relational interactions represent some
of the first indicators of autism that clinicians observe in
young children (Ozonoff and losif, 2019; Parmeggiani et
al., 2019). According to the DSM5 (American Psychiatric
Association, 2022), deficits in social communication and in-
teraction typically include difficulties in verbal and nonver-
bal communication, impairments in social-emotional reci-
procity, and challenges in establishing, understanding, and
maintaining social relationships. Multiple authors (Cugmas,
2018; Grzadzinski et al., 2014; JuriSi¢, 2016; Nadeem et
al., 2021; Ozonoff and Iosif, 2019; Volkmar et al., 2005;
Volkmar, 2011) have reported consistent early behavioural
characteristics associated with ASD. These include reduced
or atypical smiling, selffocused behaviour, diminished inter-
est in people, challenges in forming attachments, and broad
differences in social engagement compared to typical devel-
opmental responses. Difficulties emerge in reciprocal inter-
action, expected social responses, and the intensity of eye
contact, as well as in behaviours related to shared atten-
tion, such as pointing, following another person’s gaze or
gesture, and sharing objects (Wimpory, 2000, in Volkmar et
al., 2005). Because this study examines the early relational
context of children with ASD, the next chapter focuses on
the importance of parental bonds for psychosocial develop-
ment, drawing on the developmental analytic paradigm and
specifically the separation-individuation process (Mahler et
al., 1975), and attachment theory (Bowbly, 1969). It also
outlines key characteristics of parental bonding in individu-
als with ASD.

3. Parental Bonds and their Characteristics in
Autism

During the first three years of life, crucial developmental
processes unfold as the child forms connections with the
environment and primary caregivers. Both attachment the-
ory (Bowlby, 1969) and the separation—individuation pro-
cess (Mabhler et al., 1975) have significantly shaped con-
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temporary understanding of the importance of early child-
hood for social development. Bowlby (1969) emphasised
security as expressed through the child’s behaviour to-
ward the mother as the key indicator of attachment. He
understood security as a balance between seeking close-
ness to the mother and the need to explore the envi-
ronment. If the child succeeds in establishing this bal-
ance and developing secure attachment, development pro-
ceeds optimally; otherwise, more difficulties may emerge.
In addition to secure attachment, researchers have identi-
fied various types of child responses that form attachment
styles: avoidance, resistance or ambivalence, and disorgan-
isation (Ainsworth et al.,1978). Separation-individuation
progresses through several stages autistic, symbiotic, and
separation-individuation culminating in psychological birth
(Mahler et al., 1975). Early attachment and the separation-
individuation process form the basis for psychological struc-
ture, autonomy, and later relational patterns (Zvelc, 2011;
Mabhler et al., 1975). Within the psychoanalytic develop-
mental paradigm, these processes explain how relational ex-
periences are internalised and shape personality, identity,
and autonomy (Praper, 1999). Parental sensitivity, espe-
cially maternal, supports secure attachment and successful
individuation (Beckwith et al., 1999). Parenting styles and
bonds particularly those of the mother are therefore crucial
for secure attachment and for successfully completing the
separation-individuation process. Experiences in symbiosis
and throughout this developmental trajectory significantly
influence attachment quality, and both depend on numerous
factors related to the child and the parents. “The quality
of attachment undoubtedly depends on the nature of sym-
biotic experiences, which are shaped by the child’s inter-
personal capacity as well as the primary caregiver’s capac-
ity for object relations (we could also call this the capac-
ity for love). Later, these experiences, together with attach-
ment quality, largely determine a person’s intersubjectivity
and capacity for relationships in general.” (Praper, 1999,
p- 216). Numerous authors have investigated attachment in
individuals with ASD and report that children with autistic
disorders do develop early attachment, including secure at-
tachment, most often to the mother. However, the quality
of attachment may be unusual, different, weaker, or highly
variable (Crowell et al., 2019; Cugmas, 2018; Dissanayake
and Crossley, 1997; Grzadzinski et al., 2014; Kobayashi,
2000; Schore, 2013; Teague et al., 2017; Volkmar et al.,
2005). They also highlight a lack of knowledge about which
factors most strongly shape attachment in ASD and empha-
sise that attachment quality is influenced by a combination
of the child’s neurological characteristics and the quality of
the environment (Teague et al., 2017). Atypical function-
ing of the “social brain” in individuals with ASD may re-
flect reduced social motivation, making social interaction
a core difficulty in autism which can limit orientation to-
ward the social world and reduce the drive to seek, enjoy,
and maintain social relationships (Chevallier et al., 2012).
This also significantly shapes early parent child relation-
ships and attachment in individuals with ASD. For this rea-

son, it is especially important to study early parental inter-
action and to contribute to the understanding and support of
developmental processes in the domain of social relation-
ships while fully recognising that numerous factors interact.
The characteristics of the separation-individuation process
and consequently attachment are expressed through parental
bonds formed in early parent-child interaction. Parker et al.
(1979) identified two key dimensions of parental bonding:
care, which is defined by warmth and responsiveness (Zvelc
and Zvelc, 2000; Mayuri et al., 2017), and overprotection,
which is defined by intrusive control and restricted auton-
omy (Zvelc, 2011). Low care combined with high overpro-
tection is linked to distrust (Abel et al., 2014), and punitive
maternal behaviour to oppositional tendencies (Domitrovich
and Bierman, 2001). Research in ASD consistently demon-
strates characteristic relational patterns: attuned communi-
cation enhances developmental competencies (Ginn et al.,
2017; Zlomke et al., 2019), yet mothers often employ more
directives, controlling strategies, and structured play (Free-
man and Kasari, 2013; Wan et al., 2012; Harker et al.,
2016). Parents also structure environments rigidly to in-
crease predictability (Maljaars et al., 2014; Van Esch et
al., 2019). Maternal communication may be less aligned
with the child’s focus of attention (DoussardRousevelt et
al., 2003), and atypical social signals complicate recogni-
tion of the child’s desire for closeness (Wan et al., 2012;
Kobayashi, 2000). Early play in children with ASD, of-
ten requiring little parental involvement, can further impede
bonding (Beurkens et al., 2013).

Genetic factors may mean some parents show autistic traits
themselves, complicating mutual understanding (Crowell et
al., 2019). Objectrelations research shows that individu-
als with ASD exhibit pronounced disturbances in early re-
lational patterns, including difficulties in symbiosis, social
isolation, and fear of abandonment, combined with avoid-
ance or distrust (Rogi¢ Ozek, 2024). Based on the reviewed
research, which provides insight into parental bonding in in-
dividuals with ASD, we can summarise that optimal parent-
ing characterised by physical and eye contact, loving care,
responsiveness to interests and needs is jeopardised for var-
ious reasons. Characteristics of a child with ASD, such
as difficulties establishing eye contact, sensory issues (e.g.,
touch sensitivity), behavioural outbursts, play that does not
involve parental engagement, the need for structure and pre-
dictability, withdrawal into their own world as social isola-
tion, tendencies toward distance, a lack of interest in oth-
ers, and unusual ways of relating, do not naturally promote
the elements of optimal parenting. Neurodivergence in in-
dividuals with ASD therefore significantly affects parental
responses and may be expressed in parental bonding that
does not support optimal parenting. As Praper (1999) states,
such child behaviour in interaction with the mother and par-
ents does not reinforce the parents’ belief that they are good
parents, which makes it difficult for them (especially for
the mother) to develop positive emotional attachment to the
child. Thus, it is quite possible that the mother and father
struggle to provide sufficiently loving care and appropriate
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responsiveness to the needs of a child who withdraws and
expresses attachment in unusual ways. Overall, early inter-
actions —particularly with mothers reflect a complex inter-
play between developmental characteristics and parental re-
sponses, shaping outcomes of the separation-individuation
process. Within this framework, our research examines
the perception and lived experiences of childhood parental
bonds among individuals with ASD and how these patterns
relate to separation individuation.

4. Material and Methods

This research was conducted by combining a quantitative
descriptive approach with a causal-non-experimental de-
sign, while the qualitative part relied on inductive thematic
analysis. Such an approach made it possible to examine
parental bonding both through measurable indicators and
through the in-depth subjective experiences of individuals
with autism spectrum disorder.

4.1. Participants

The sample consisted of two groups. The qualitative part
included 18 adults with ASD and normal intellectual abili-
ties. In the quantitative part, the experimental group com-
prised 38 adults with ASD aged 18-58 years, all with typical
intellectual functioning, while the control group included
100 adults without ASD aged 18-52 years, also with nor-
mal intellectual abilities. Among the 18 qualitative par-
ticipants, 13 were male and five were female, aged 18-25
years, and all had previously participated in the quantita-
tive phase. In the quantitative section, the experimental
and control groups were matched on age, gender, and intel-
lectual ability. This was ensured by recruiting participants
from comparable social environments and by verifying de-
mographic data through a general questionnaire.

4.2. Tools

The research instruments included an online survey con-
sisting of demographic questions and the Parental Bonding
Instrument (PBI) developed by Parker (1990). The demo-
graphic section captured data on gender, age, partnership
status, and educational attainment. The PBI required re-
spondents to assess each parent separately, evaluating the
nature of their relationship with each parent up to age 16,
and it also reveals the characteristics of the separation-
individuation process as expressed through parental bonds.
The instrument measures two central dimensions of parent-
ing identified in attachment theory care and overprotection
— both considered fundamental to mental health and to the
successful progression of the separation—individuation pro-
cess. It consists of 25 items, with 12 assessing care and 13
assessing overprotection. Zvelc and Zvelc (2006) expanded
the questionnaire by adding additional scales, including
abuse, indulgence, narcissism, excessive demandingness,
and parental tendencies to seek emotional support from the
child. The qualitative component relied on semistructured
interviews designed to explore how individuals with ASD

understand and experience close relationships and how they
perceive the process of separation and individuation. Based
on theoretical assumptions and the main research question,
an initial set of interview prompts was developed and later
refined as needed during the conversations. The interviews
focused on participants’ experiences with both their moth-
ers and fathers, with additional followup questions depend-
ing on each participant’s narrative. All participants were
asked initial questions separately for the relationship with
the mother and the relationship with the father, namely:
How do you experience your past relationship with your
mother and father? Did your mother/father understand your
needs and wishes? Did your mother/father encourage inde-
pendence? This approach provided deeper insight into first-
hand childhood experiences and patterns of parental bond-

ing.
4.3. Procedure

Data collection took place between May and December
2021. Quantitative data were gathered through an online
survey, and qualitative data were obtained through faceto-
face interviews, with two participants completing their in-
terviews online. The survey required approximately 10 min-
utes to complete, whereas the interviews lasted about 30
minutes. All interviews were audiorecorded with partici-
pants’ informed consent and deleted following transcription.
Recruitment of the control group followed a snowball sam-
pling approach, supported by school staff, counselors, uni-
versity faculty, and administrative personnel, who helped
distribute the survey to adults without ASD. Eligible par-
ticipants were adults with typical development and normal
intellectual functioning. Recruitment of the experimental
group was conducted in collaboration with institutions for
children with special needs, healthcare organisations, and
ASD associations, which assisted in reaching adults with
ASD who agreed to participate. Diagnoses and relevant
background information were verified using official doc-
umentation, including expert assessments, guidance state-
ments, and medical reports. The survey for the experimen-
tal group was administered electronically, with researchers
available to provide clarification as needed.

4.3.1. Participant Consent Procedures

Prior to the commencement of the study, ethical approval
was obtained from the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of
Education, University of Ljubljana, ensuring that all pro-
cedures adhered to established ethical guidelines and high
standards of research practice. All participants were pro-
vided with a clear and comprehensive explanation of the
purpose of the study, which was presented to them as an ex-
ploration of their subjective perceptions and recollections of
early relational experiences with their parents, the sequence
of activities, and any expected tasks or potential burdens as-
sociated with their involvement. Particular emphasis was
placed on informing participants that their involvement was
entirely voluntary and that they could withdraw at any point
without any negative consequences. After receiving all rel-
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evant information, participants were given an informed con-
sent form. All individuals who took part in the study agreed
to participate and signed the appropriate consent documents,
ensuring that the research was conducted in an ethical and
transparent manner.

4.3.2. Statistical Analysis

The quantitative data collected from the survey was anal-
ysed using the SPSS statistical software. The internal con-
sistency of the PBI was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha,
and differences between the groups were examined us-
ing independent-samples t-tests. The qualitative data ob-
tained from the semi-structured interviews were analysed
through qualitative content analysis. The material was
segmented into meaningful units and coded, after which
second-order codes were formed into broader conceptual
categories. These categories were compared and refined ac-
cording to their relevance to the research question, allowing
for the identification of recurring themes in participants’ de-
scriptions of early parental relationships.

5. Results

In the first part of the results, we present the findings ob-
tained with the Parental Bonding Instrument (PBI). In the
quantitative analysis, we also examined the paternal rela-
tionship; however, no statistically significant differences
were identified. For this reason, the quantitative results
focus on maternal relationships, where significant effects
were observed, while paternal influences are addressed in
the qualitative section, where participants provided more
nuanced accounts. Because statistically significant differ-
ences emerge only in maternal relationships, the analysis
focuses on the mother child bond. All questionnaire items
relevant to this dimension were included in the analysis. The
internal consistency of the maternal subscales proved to be
high, as all Cronbach’s alpha coefficients exceeded 0.8. To
examine potential differences between adults with ASD and
adults without ASD, we conducted an independent-samples
t-test. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and test results
for the maternal dimensions of parental bonding.

Table 1.
Maternal ASD N Mean (M) SD t p
parenting
dimension
Maternal care Yes 35 2.36 1.117 0.748 45
No 91 2.21 0.837
Maternal Yes 35 2.65 0.713 1.918 .05
overprotection
No 91 2.37 0.736
Violence and Yes 35 1.69 0.934 1.497 .14
abuse
No 91 1.43 0.61
Maternal bond Yes 35 2.26 0.769 1.728 .08
— total
No 91 2.03 0.63

Note. : ASD = autism spectrum disorder. N = sample size; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; t = test statistic; p =

twotailed significance.

As shown in Table 1, the only dimension in which the
groups differed significantly was maternal overprotection.
Participants with ASD reported significantly higher lev-
els of overprotectiveness from their mothers than partici-
pants without ASD. No statistically significant differences
emerged in the dimensions of maternal care or maternal vi-

olence/abuse, nor in the overall composite maternal-bond
score. The second part of the results presents the findings of
the qualitative content analysis. Interview responses were
grouped into two overarching thematic domains. Table 2
provides an overview of these categories, combining expe-
riences with both mother and father.
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Table 2.
Parent Supportive factors Aggravating factors
Mother Support and promotion of autonomy Alienation (e.g., detachment,
(e.g., meeting needs, continuous coldness, a lack of understanding of
support, adequate protection, the child’s thinking and behaviour) — 6
encouragement, understanding in persons (13 statements); Violence and
childhood, mother’s wish for child’s inadequate care (e.g., hitting, yelling,
independence, allowance of autonomy  insulting, monitoring, punishment,
and freedom) (5 persons, 7 statements)  lack of protection, performance
pressure, neglect such as leaving
autistic children alone at home) — 6
persons (9 statements); Hindering
independence (overprotection,
equality demands, prohibition of
going out, fear of the world, lack of
parental wish for child’s autonomy,
taking over tasks) — 6 persons (7
statements)
Father Encouragement of autonomy (e.g., the  Alienation (e.g., detachment, little

father’s wishes for independent living,
the child’s own decisions, freedom,
and autonomy) (4 persons, 4

contact with father or lack of father’s
initiative to maintain contact, less
supportive and protective) — 7 persons

statements)

Mother — number of statements
Mother — number of persons
Father — number of statements

H B~ 0

Father — number of persons

(12 statements); Inadequate care (1
person, 2 statements) and
overprotection (2 persons, 2
statements) (e.g., the father’s wish to
protect due to fear of world’s dangers,
neglect such as leaving autistic
children alone at home)

29

11

16

9

Note.

The qualitative analysis demonstrates that participants with
ASD more often described hindering relational factors than
supportive ones. Maternal relationships were characterised
by emotional distance, a lack of understanding, inadequate
care, neglect, and overprotectiveness. As illustrated by the
following examples of statements from interviewed partic-
ipants (e.g., IP2) in response to questions about their rela-
tionship, needs, and wishes:

IP2: “My mother and father did not understand me at the be-
ginning. They didn’t know what to do, because they didn’t
know what I wanted. For a long time, I also didn’t say any-
thing.”

IP16: “No attachment. From both sides. Absolutely none.
Not to one or the other.”

IP18: “Oh no, my mom did not spoil me; she was very cold.
Even now — maybe a little less now.”

Paternal relationships were described as distant and lacking
contact. These relational obstacles may have long-term im-

plications for autonomy, identity development, and recipro-
cal social functioning. As illustrated by the following exam-
ples of statements from interviewed participants (e.g., IP3)
in response to questions about their relationship, needs, and
wishes:

103: “He could not always be as supportive and protective
as my mother.”

107: “He was not home very much, because he was work-
ing.”

1013: “Very often they didn’t quite grasp how I think. All of
this was also connected to the fact that my father is autistic,
based on how he behaves.”

6. Discussion

The findings in the quantitative part of the study show that
individuals with autism spectrum disorder perceive their
mothers as significantly more overprotective than individ-
uals without ASD. This indicates a maternal relationship
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marked by behaviors that restrict autonomy, encourage de-
pendence, and involve close monitoring of emotional and
behavioural expression. These results align with previous
studies showing more directive and controlling maternal
styles in ASD (Freeman and Kasari, 2013; Harker et al.,
2016; Van Esch et al., 2019; Wan et al., 2012). No sig-
nificant group differences emerged in maternal care or ma-
ternal violence/abuse; thus, the initial hypothesis was only
partly confirmed. Integrating quantitative and qualitative
findings provides deeper insight into early relational dynam-
ics. Many participants with ASD in the qualitative part of
the study described relational difficulties with both parents,
often characterised by emotional distance, limited warmth,
and experiences of alienation. Challenges were especially
evident in father-child relationships, frequently marked by
disengagement and minimal efforts to establish closeness.
Reports of inadequate care, inconsistent protection, and in-
hibited independence particularly in maternal relationships
suggest that parental overprotection often cooccurred with
restrictive or controlling practices. Despite these patterns,
some participants noted parental encouragement of indepen-
dence, though less consistently. Overall, relational expe-
riences were heterogeneous but often shaped by combined
protection and control, limited emotional attunement, and
misunderstandings of the child’s developmental profile. The
overprotective maternal style identified in quantitative anal-
yses corresponds with qualitative accounts of constrained
autonomy and dependency pressures, potentially compli-
cating the separation-individuation process already affected
by social communication impairments. Object relations re-
search shows that individuals with ASD exhibit pronounced
disturbances in early relational patterns, including difficul-
ties in symbiosis (Rogi¢ Ozek, 2024), which means an im-
paired development of independence and autonomy, which
is characteristic of overprotection. So, overprotection, de-
fined by intrusive control and restricted autonomy (Zvelc,
2011), is an important dimension of parental bonding and
represents a risk factor for the separation-individuation pro-
cess and for establishing appropriate reciprocal relation-
ships. Other authors also report findings related to over-
protection and other characteristics observed in our study
(such as inadequate responses to needs and alienation). For
example, Freeman and Kasari (2013), Wan et al. (2012),
and Harker et al. (2016) emphasise that mothers often
employ more directives, controlling strategies, and struc-
tured play. Biological predispositions, such as reduced so-
cial motivation (Chevallier et al., 2012), may further hin-
der relational development and early attachment processes.
Early interaction in individuals with autism spectrum disor-
ders may also be shaped by the influence of the so-called
double empathy problem, as highlighted by Milton (2012),
who stresses that difficulties in social interactions are not
onesided, but arise from mutual misunderstanding between
autistic and nonautistic individuals, resulting from different
perspectives, forms of understanding, and expressions not
from an inability of autistic individuals to form social con-
nections. The so-called dysfunctional family dynamics are

also discussed by Burrell and Borrego (2012) and Crowell et
al. (2019). In this context, the characteristic functioning of a
child with ASD becomes intertwined with non-constructive
parental responses, which mutually reinforce each other and
are reflected in dysfunctional family dynamics, potentially
endangering the separation-individuation process. Raising a
child with ASD is undoubtedly demanding, as demonstrated
by evidence that parental stress is higher among parents of
children with ASD compared to parents of children with-
out ASD (Hayes and Watson, 2013). In light of this, the
question arises of how parents experience early interaction
with a child with ASD and how they perceive it within the
framework of the double empathy problem, misunderstand-
ing, and the burdens associated with raising a child with
ASD. It is also important to emphasise that parents of chil-
dren with ASD respond in interactions with their child in
line with how they are guided within various parenttrain-
ing programs and therapeutic interventions. The influence
of interventions that focus more on structuring the envi-
ronment than on relationships can certainly affect their re-
sponses (Maljaars et al., 2014; Van Esch et al., 2019). Given
all this, it is necessary to highlight that the results of the
quantitative part of the study did not confirm statistically
significant differences in other dimensions, except in over-
protection. The apparent discrepancy between the quanti-
tative and qualitative findings likely reflects heterogeneity
within the ASD group. While maternal care scores did not
differ significantly at the group level, qualitative narratives
revealed meaningful variation, with some participants de-
scribing emotional distance or a lack of warmth. These
divergent accounts suggest that standardised measures may
not fully capture individual relational experiences, and that
qualitative data provide important nuance for understand-
ing subgroup differences. These integrated results highlight
the need for targeted parental support that strengthens sensi-
tivity, deepens understanding of ASD specific developmen-
tal characteristics, and promotes autonomy supportive par-
enting while maintaining appropriate emotional responsive-
ness.

6.1. Limitations of this Study

This study was conducted within the Slovenian cultural con-
text, but broader cultural norms around parenting were not
examined. This limits the crosscultural applicability of the
findings, as parenting practices and relational expectations
may vary across different sociocultural environments. The
ASD sample was relatively small and recruited from specific
institutional contexts, which may introduce selection bias
and limit the representativeness and generalisability of the
findings. The quantitative part relied on a single measure-
ment instrument to assess perception of parental bonding.
Although the Parental Bonding Instrument is well validated,
the use of additional instruments could provide a more com-
prehensive understanding of parenting styles and their de-
velopmental implications. Future research would therefore
benefit from expanding the methodological framework by
using multiple measurement tools and by conducting studies
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with larger and more diverse samples, allowing for broader
generalisation and deeper insights into the complexity of
early relational experiences among individuals with ASD.

6.2. Future Research Directions

Future research should adopt more specific methodologi-
cal approaches, such as longitudinal designs that track rela-
tional dynamics over time, as well as crosscultural compar-
isons that examine how parenting norms differ across con-
texts. Future studies should further explore the processes
of separation and individuation from the perspective of par-
ents, using both qualitative and quantitative approaches. A
mixedmethods design would allow for a deeper understand-
ing of parents’ emotional experiences, developmental chal-
lenges, and the contextual factors that shape these processes.
Future research should combine the PBI with additional in-
struments such as observational or attachment-based mea-
sures to better capture the complexity of parenting in ASD
and enable triangulation of findings. In addition, it would be
valuable to apply the current findings to the field of parental
support programs. Further research should investigate the
content, structure, and availability of such programs, as well
as examine their effectiveness in addressing parents’ needs
during critical developmental transitions. Understanding
which types of support parents perceive as the most benefi-
cial could contribute to the development of more responsive
and evidencebased interventions.

7. Conclusions

The findings of this study, which examine perception of
early relational dynamics in individuals with autism spec-
trum disorder (ASD), offer an important basis for de-
signing targeted support that strengthens the separation-
individuation process and promotes autonomy capacities es-
sential for later social connectedness. Because the study
relied on adults’ retrospective recollections of childhood
parental relationships, the findings may be influenced by
memory bias and later-life reinterpretation. Such retrospec-
tive accounts may differ from contemporaneous parental
perspectives and should therefore be interpreted as they re-
flect perceptions of early interaction rather than the inter-
action itself. The results underscore the relevance of inte-
grating early developmental insights into therapeutic, edu-
cational, and counselling practices, particularly in contexts
where professionals support individuals with ASD in ad-
dressing challenges in social communication and interac-
tion. The implications are especially pertinent for health-
care and educational environments, where practitioners help
create conditions that foster autonomy, emotional regula-
tion, and social functioning. The study also highlights the
need for developmentally informed and structured support
for parents, especially mothers, who often face substan-
tial emotional and relational demands when raising a child
with ASD. Enhancing parental sensitivity and deepening
understanding of ASDspecific developmental characteris-
tics may contribute to more attuned and autonomypromot-

ing parent child relationships. The findings can inform ex-
isting and newly developed early parent-child interaction
programs aimed at increasing parental awareness of chil-
dren’s needs, reducing controlling or overprotective pat-
terns, and encouraging independence and identity forma-
tion. There is a direct influence on early interaction through
the correction of relational patterns within the family en-
vironment, as well as in the field of education particularly
in relationships with professionals, such as preschool teach-
ers and in partnership relationships through couples coun-
selling, and within psychotherapy. Parentsupport programs
should therefore include education and parental guidance
that incorporate child directed interactions, appropriate re-
sponsiveness to the child’s needs and interests, encourage-
ment of joint attention to areas important to the child, the
promotion of practicing and approaching, understanding di-
versity, recognising needs, and adapting to each parent, fam-
ily, and child individually when learning-appropriate inter-
action with the child, as well as taking into account the par-
ent’s experience of having a child with ASD. To success-
fully support the separation-individuation process in the re-
lationship with a child with ASD, professionals should in-
corporate as many contributing factors as possible. For ex-
ample, how to become a significant other for the child and to
establish a meaningful relationship that provides appropri-
ate support and encouragement for successfully progressing
through the phases of separation and individuation; how to
develop a nurturing and warm relationship regardless of the
child’s responses, which may be avoidant or less social; how
to encourage child-directed interaction; responsiveness and
sensitivity to the child’s needs; sharing mutual interests and
encouraging joint attention to areas important to the child;
fostering autonomy; and preventing dependency in relation-
ships.

Overall, the research emphasises the importance of
early, professionally-guided support that fosters autonomy,
strengthens reciprocal relationships, and promotes healthy
identity development in children with ASD.
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