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Knowing that a child has difficulty is an intense and traumatic

experience for parents. It affects the dreams and projections into the

future for the child that have been built up so far.

Parents' recovery from a traumatic experience depends on their

ability to separate from their lost dreams and build new, achievable

dreams. It is a demanding process for parents, requiring them to

take care of the child’s current needs and commit to the serious task

of raising the child, while at the same time having to abandon their

lost dreams and build new ones for the child and themselves.

Traumatic experience

Reality and permanence of loss

Grieving process

During this process, parents gradually change their perceptions of

the child, from those representing the perfect, healthy child,

originally expected, to those representing the child with disabilities,

developing new expectations for the child and new expectations for

themselves as parents. The order in which the stages of grief occur

may vary from person to person, as may the duration of stages and

the overall grieving process. Instructions and advice on how a

person should go through difficult periods can only harm a person

who is going through grief. The message sent by such instructions is

that they are not doing something properly or that they are not able

to go through it.

Adaptation or resolution

Adaptation or resolution implies adaptation to new circumstances,
creating new ideas about the child's real possibilities. Adaptation is a
continuous process that does not end and is accompanied by a
process of grief. For adaptation to take place, it is necessary for
parents to cognitively and emotionally process the knowledge of the
child's difficulties or health problems.

With each new developmental stage, in which the child cannot
achieve developmental goals, parents can go through a new
process of grief. Stages in the grieving process appear out of order.
They can appear and disappear in different phases of family life,
especially in the phases of change - when a child needs to go to
school, when a child enters adolescence, after finishing school...
Each of these periods carries certain losses.

Psychological counseling ABC, Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina

Emina Osmanovic Basic, Psychologist M.A., Cognitive-Behavioral Therapist, ACT Therapist
Contact email: osmanovice@yahoo.com

Promoting ACT in a group intervention for parents of 
children with developmental disabilities

Denial

Shock and 
emotional 
numbness 
initially provide 
protection 
from 
unbearable 
truth.

Anxiety

Feeling vulnerable. 
"It can't happen to 
me ..." An 
unknown world of 
developmental 
difficulties, there is 
so much for 
parents to learn, 
so many important 
decisions to make.

Fear

Awareness that 
everything needs to 
change radically, 
against their will - the 
current way of life, 
career, free time, 
expectations, plans... 
Awareness of the 
child's vulnerability.

Guilt

The belief that things 
are connected and 
that everything 
happens for a reason 
leads parents to look 
for the answers to the 
question "Why me?". 
Guilt because of 
anger at a child or 
God.

Anger

"Why me and not 
someone else?". The 
sense of justice is 
disturbed. It is 
natural for anger to 
appear. Such anger 
is often irrational and 
can be directed at 
God, destiny, or a 
child.

Depression

“Why try at 
all? It's all 
over." 
Whatever I 
do, it can't 
change what 
happened to 
my child. 

Psychological 
flexibility

Parents recognize 
the emotions of 

sadness and pain,
the need to grieve, 

but they are not 
overwhelmed by 

feelings.

Focus on the 
present, acceptance 

of the child's 
condition and 

present limitations 
due to difficulty.

Parents do not look 
to the past. They 

recognize the 
change that 

occurred. Perceptions of the 
child and the 
parent’s own 

experience are not 
distorted.

Parents show a 
reorientation and 

redirection of 
attention to the 
present, after a 

period of mourning 
and disorganization.

Psychological 
inflexibilityOverprotective 

behavior 
towards the 

child.

Emotional 
overwhelm, 

such as intense 
anger or 

depression.

Continuous 
search for 

reasons why 
the child is 

having difficulty 
instead of 

focusing on the 
child’s current 

needs.

Absence of 
close 

interaction with 
the child. Unrealistic 

expectations or 
beliefs about 

the child, such 
as the belief 

that the child 
will "outgrow" 
the difficulty.

Non-
recognition or 
misinterpretati
on of the child's 

needs.

Characteristics of parents who adapted Characteristics of parents who are not adapted


