How to Better Cope With a Family Member's Disability

Changing the way you think about a challenging event may help you feel better about that event. It may even give you additional strength to make improvements in your family's life. Research has shown a link between perceptions and successful functioning. Basically, four types of perceptions can make you feel better and improve your family's functioning. 

The view that your child's special needs exist because of some specific cause or reason. This is called causal attribution. For instance, you may feel your child's disability is the result of something you did (or did not do). Or what a health care professional did (or did not do). Or that genetics, a special purpose, or even fate caused the disability. Identifying a cause makes people feel more in control of their situation. 

   Control creates strength. 


“God has his reasons and never gives you a burden too heavy 


to carry.”


“Well, it's not my fault. It's something that is passed down 


through the family.”


“Others before me have dealt with this, so can I.”

1. The view that you can control some things that happen in the

   life of your child with special needs. This is called mastery. 

   If you think you can do something, you have a far better chance 

   of doing just that than the person without confidence. You can 

   gain a sense of greater control by gathering as much informa-

   tion as possible. Some people may join a parent advocacy group 

   to make sure their child is fully included in daily school or 

   renovate their house for their child with special needs. Taking 

   direct action usually makes people feel better about their 

   life. 

   (Think of something you did to help your child with special 

   needs? Did that make you feel better? Is there something else 

   you can do for your child?)

   The view that your situation—when compared with that of another

   individual—is better than that of the person you compared your-

   self with. This is called social comparison. Some parents com- 

   pare themselves with other parents who seem to be handling 

   their lives well. In doing so, these parents get encouraged by 

   the good job they see. ("If they can do it, well, so can I.") 

   Then again, parents may compare themselves with others who are 

   doing about the same. ("At least we are not alone.") 

   If parents compare themselves with people whose lives seem more 

   difficult, they may actually feel fortunate about a situation 

   that had previously seemed difficult. 

   Along this same line, people often say about their own lives: 

   "It could have been worse." This view makes them more accepting 

   of life circumstances. (Do you ever compare yourself with 

   somebody else who has a child with special needs who is coping 

   very well? What do you think makes that person cope with the 

   situation better? How about your child?: Could that child's 

   condition be worse than it is today? If so, aren't you glad 

   that it isn't?)

2. The view that your child with special needs contributes in a

   good way to your family and others. This is called positive 

   contributions. Have you ever seen someone look at you in pity 

   when that person notices your child for the first time? Or 

   heard someone say, "'m sorry," when you tell them about your 

   child? People react that way because they think a child with a 

   disability is a burden; they see only the negative, not the 

   good. They don't understand that your child may have taught 

   your family patience, brought your family together, enlightened 

   your family with a new perspective, and other contributions. 

   (How has your child changed your family for the better? What is 

   one positive trait your child has? Would your family be better 

   or worse off if your child was not with you?) 
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