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Abstract   
Several studies revealed some mood disorders such as depression and burnout in nursing parents as a result of difficulties 

brought by Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) symptoms. On the other hand, recreative activities have a therapeutic effect on 

mental health. The aim of the study was to determine the effect of physical activity-based recreation on mothers' depression 

and burnout levels. Fifteen mothers of children with ASD were included in the single-group pre-test and post-test experimental 

design study. Beck Depression Inventory and Maslach Burnout Inventory were applied to mothers to determine depression and 

burnout levels before and after the one-week camp. According to the results of the paired sample t-test, the depression levels of 

the mothers decreased significantly after the camp, whereas burnout levels remained the same. While depression and burnout 

levels of the mothers were moderately correlated before the recreation camp, they did not correlate following the recreation 

camp. It can be concluded that burnout emotional state in parents of children with ASD may correlate with depression which 

that might be reduced as a result of physical activity based recreative activities. Further longitudinal studies including 

quantitative and qualitative research methods are needed to determine the cause-effect relationship and create effective 
recreational programs for families of children with ASD.   
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INTRODUCTION 

Recreation is termed as spare time and/or 

leisure activities to improve the quality of life of 

the individual (Aydın & Tütüncü, 2018). 

Recreation is renamed as therapeutic recreation if 

it serves to slows or stops the progression of any 

disease or in case of disability. Moreover, it 

contributes to the treatment process in order to 

increase the quality of life of the individuals and 

affects the psychological well-being (Aydın & 

Tütüncü, 2018; Tütüncü, 2012; Tütüncü & Aydın, 

2016). Studies have shown that recreational  

 

 

activities offer benefits to individuals who feel 

social and psychological discomfort (Williams & 

Bond, 2002). There are also physical activities that 

are frequently involved in recreation activities. 

Physical activities play a role in the well-being and 

health of individuals and society (Demirci et al., 

2018). Depression, anxiety, and burnout are the 

most studied and well-known mental health 

components affected by disability and might be 

lowered or even healed by recreational activities 

(Carruthers & Hood, 2007; Sylvester, 2014; Vella, 

Milligan & Bennett, 2013; Williams & Bond, 

2002). 

mailto:hurremozdurak@hitit.edu.tr
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Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a 

neurodevelopmental disorder that has been 

categorized with inadequate social-communicative 

disorders, limited-repetitive behaviors, and limited 

interests (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 

2013). The prevalence of ASD mostly diagnosed 

at early childhood has been increasing year by 

year. The report published by CDC (Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention) indicated that 1 

out of 54 children are born with the risk of ASD 

(Maenner et al., 2020). Several negative effects on 

family's psychological parameters due to the 

difficulties brought by the symptoms of ASD has 

been demonstrated in literature and became an 

important topic in public health research (Turnbull 

et al., 2007). Families often do not know how to 

face with and handle the difficulties and problems 

that has been experienced by their children with 

ASD. Struggling in finding solutions becomes very 

corrosive to the family, thus heavy load of 

responsibilities may lead to mental health 

problems such as depression, burnout, and stress 

(Darıca et al., 2017). 

Depression is not just a spiritual breakdown, 

more precisely it is a mental disease that is quite 

complicated in terms of its causes, course, and 

treatment. In general, depression is a syndrome 

that includes symptoms such as slowness in 

thought, speech, and movement, stagnation, 

fatigue, decreased attention and concentration, 

decreased reluctance and motivation, lack of 

worthiness, guilt, pessimism, and slowing of 

physiological functions in a deeply sad mood 

(Şireli & Soykan, 2016). On the other hand, the 

concept of burnout was first introduced to the 

literature by Freudenberger in 1974. He expressed 

burnout as a loss of energy resulting from wearing 

out and overload (Freudenberger, 1974). Burnout 

consists of three sub-dimensions which are 

emotional burnout, depersonalization, and a 

feeling of falling in personality success.  

Emotional burnout is expressed as the most 

critical dimension with symptoms such as lack of 

energy and feeling wearing out. Depersonalization 

is characterized as the lack of individuals’ 

emotion, being cynical, and with disdainful 

behavior towards others (Kaçmaz, 2005; Leiter & 

Maslach, 1988; Singh et al., 1994;). Burnout can 

cause serious physical and mental problems in 

individuals. This situation paves the way for 

depressive symptoms. The desperate and moody 

mood that occurs in a depressed state affects daily 

life and interpersonal relationships (Çam, 1991; 

Dignam et al., 1986).  

Families of children with ASD experience 

more stress and depression and lower overall 

family functions due to the variety of ASD 

symptoms (Benjak et al., 2011; Hayes & Watson 

2013; Khanna et al., 2011). Weiss (2002) stated 

that families with children with ASD are more 

affected by depression, anxiety, somatic 

complaints, and burnout compared to other 

disability groups, thus parents’ psychological 

problems are severe in ASD (Chiri & Warfield, 

2012; Dabrowska & Pisula 2010; Estes et al. 2009; 

Sikora et al. 2013).  

Krausz and Meszaros (2005) identified that 

being a mother of a child with ASD has a greater 

negative effect on the quality of life of the mother 

rather than fathers, since care for children is 

undertaken by women as a result of cultural 

expectations (Hastings et al. 2005; Sayer, 2005). 

Caring for a child with ASD with destructive 

behavior, anger attacks, and routine and social 

skills deficiencies can lead to anxiety, stress, and 

depression over time (Elçi, 2004; Gürbüz-Özgür, 

Aksu & Eser, 2017). Thus, various consequences 

of ASD in children may worsen mothers stress 

(Dabrowska & Pisula, 2010), depression (Hastings 

et al. 2005), and anxiety (Hastings, 2003). The 

higher stress and burnout level indicate that social 

support is needed for parents of children with ASD 

(Lai & Oei, 2014; Sikora et al. 2013). 

The aim of the study is to determine the 

effect of a one-week recreation activity program 

(RAP) on depression and burnout levels of 

mothers of children with ASD. It has been 

hypnotized that recreational activity program may 

reduce (a) depression and (b) burnout in mothers 

of children with ASD. It is also argued that 

depressive symptoms and burnout levels of 

mothers may correlate as a result of ASD. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

The study was performed as a single group 

pre-test post-test experimental design with the 

approval of the non-interventional research ethics 

committee of Inonu University (No. 2020-376-03). 

All participants signed to a written informed 

consent form before the study. 
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Participants 

Twenty-eight mothers who are members of 

non-governmental organizations operating for 

families with ASD individuals were invited to this 

study. The criteria sampling method was used to 

select the participants. Inclusion criteria of the 

study; (a) being healthy and volunteering to 

participate in the research, (b) having a child of 

school age (7-18 years old), (c) child is diagnosed 

medically as moderate and severe ASD. (d) 

medical diagnosis is confirmed by Gilliam Autism 

Rating Scale-2-Turkish Version (GARS-2-TV). 

GARS-2-TV is a rating scale used to assess 

individual behaviors specific to autistic disorder 

and is very strong in assessing and grading autistic 

symptoms of individuals with ASD (Diken et al., 

2012). GARS-2-TV was applied to all children by 

a specialist practitioner to verify the ASD levels of 

children before the implementation period. Fifteen 

mothers met these criteria and volunteered to take 

part in the study. The demographic data of the 

participants obtained by personal information 

forms are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Demographic data of the mothers of children with ASD 

Variables Frequency (f) Percent (%) 

Children, Age; ±SD: 11.7±2.7   

7-12  10 66.7 

13-18 5 33.3 

Gender   

Girl 2 13.3 

Boy 13 86.7 

Level of ASD   

Modarate 7 46.7 

Severe 8 53.3 

Mothers, Age; ±SD: 39.9±5.96   

Level of education   

Primary school 10 66.7 

High school 3 20 

Undergraduate 2 13.3 

Income   

Low 3 20.0 

Moderate 8 53.3 

High 4 26.7 

: Mean, SD: Standart Deviation 
 

Procedure and Research Design 

The camp team together with all mothers and 

children arrived in Kayseri Mountain Camp Center 

by bus. A recreation activity program started with 

the participation of 15 mothers and their children 

with ASD, 2 special education specialists and 15 

volunteer students of Sports Sciences faculty. 

During the camp, group and individual physical 

exercise-based educational games and art activities 

such as painting, and music are applied for 

children with ASD. Recreative Activity Program 

(RAP) for mothers consists of both individual and 

group activities such as dancing, hiking, creative 

drama, physical exercise, winter sled. Pre-test and 

post-test were performed immediately before and 

after the one-week physical activity-based 

recreational activity program. 

 

Data Collection Tools 

Data was collected with (a) the Beck 

Depression Inventory (BDI) and (b) Maslach 

Burnout Inventory (MBI) for depression and 

burnout symptoms respectively at the first day and 

last day of the one-week RAP.   
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Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) 

Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) was 

developed by Beck (1967) and adapted to Turkish 

by Hisli (1989). BDI contains 21 items that assess 

cognitive, behavioral, affective, and somatic 

components of depression symptoms. It consists of 

21 multiple-choice items, which has four levels 

sorted by symptom intensity. Each item is scored 

on a scale of 0 to 3. BDI has high internal 

consistency with alpha coefficients ranging from 

.73 to .92 at the original form (Beck et al., 1988) 

and alpha coefficient of .80 at the Turkish 

adaptation form (Hisli, 1989).   

 

Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) 

The Maslach Burnout Inventory developed 

by Maslach & Jackson (1981) and was adapted to 

Turkish by Çam (1991). Duygun and Sezgin 

(2003) adapted to evaluate the level of burnout in 

mothers of children with mental disabilities 

(Cronbach alpha, .80). The inventory consists of 

22 items. This scale is a Likert type scale and one 

of the options 0 to 4 is marked according to the 

intensity of emotion in each item. 

Statistical Analysis 

Statistical analysis was performed by using 

the IBM (SPSS for MacOS ver. 25.0, Armonk, 

NY: USA) statistical package program. Shapiro-

Wilk test was used to check the normality of 

distribution. Differences in depression and burnout 

before and after the recreation activity camp were 

compared by using the Paired-sample t-Test in 

mothers of children with ASD. Pearson 

Correlation Coefficient was used to determine the 

relationship between depression and subgroups of 

burnout of mothers. The level of statistical 

significance was set at p<,05.  

 

RESULTS 

Descriptive statistics are given the 

depressive symptoms of mothers of children with 

ASD before and after the recreation camp are 

presented in Table 2 as frequency and percentage. 

It showed that 6.7% of mothers before RAP had 

severe, 73.3% had moderate, 6.7% had mild and 

13.3% had minimal symptoms of depression. The 

program applied at the camp significantly reduced 

the depressive symptoms of the mothers, so that 

the symptoms of severe depression disappeared 

completely between the mothers. The moderate, 

mild and minimal depression symptoms were 

observed to change to 6.7%, 13.3%, and 80% 

respectively. 

 

Table 2. Depressive symptoms of mothers of children with ASD before and after recreational activity 

program. 

 Pre-test Post-test 

Depressive symptoms f % f % 

Severe 1 6.7 0 0 

Moderate 11 73.3 1 6.7 

Mild 1 6.7 2 13.3 

Minimal 2 13.3 12 80 

 

Table 3. Differences in depression and burnout levels of mothers of children with ASD between pretests 

and posttest values. 

  Pre-test (n=15) Post-test (n=15) t-test 

 ±SD (Min-Max) ±SD (Min-Max) T p 

BDI 18.47±6.59 (4-31) 7.29±4.49 (0-18) 7.734 .001* 

MBI 37.8±7.07 (20-45) 37.8±11.44 (3-52) .001 .99 
*p<.05, statistically significant difference. BDI: Beck Depression Inventory, MBI: Maslach Burnout Inventory. 

 

Depression of mothers decreased significantly 

after recreational activities (p=.001, p<.05), 

whereas burnout remained same (p=.99, p>.05) 

when post-test values are compared to pre-test 

values (Table 3). According to Pearson Correlation 

Coefficient test, there was a moderate positive 

correlation between depression and burnout values 

(r=.07; p=.03) before the RAP, however, this was 

diminished after RAP and no significant 

correlation was observed in post-test values (r=.09; 

p=.56). 
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DISCUSSION

This study determined the effect of RAP on 

depression and burnout of mothers of children with 

ASD. According to the result of the present study, 

BDI scores showing severe and moderate 

depressive symptoms of mothers decreased 

significantly after RAP. On the other hand, MBI 

scores of mothers of children with ASD remained 

same and did not change as a result of RAP. 

Therefore, it can be argued that a one-week RAP 

might have positive effect on depression and may 

reduce the depressive symptoms of mothers and 

has a positive impact on mental health that is 

restricted only to depression, but not on burnout. 

Since the RAP was mainly based on physical 

activity and exercise, it can be suggested that 

depressive symptoms of mothers decreased 

significantly as a result of increased physical 

activity levels during the one-week RAP.  

These results are supported by literature, 

which demonstrates that physical activity and 

exercise have positive effect on depression with a 

variety of underlying causes (Dinas et al. 2011; 

Patten et al., 2009). It has been stated that 

recreational activities based on physical exercise 

positively affect the psychological well-being of 

mothers of children with physical, mental, and 

emotional disabilities (Columna et al., 2011). On 

the other hand, burnout levels of mother remained 

same despite the one-week RAP. Although there 

are several studies indicating that recreational and 

physical activities have positive effect on burnout 

and correlate to occupational burnout intensity 

(Erol & Yazıcıoğlu, 2019; Toker & Biron, 2012). 

Studies focusing on the impact of physical 

exercise-based recreational activity on burnout 

levels in families of children with ASD or another 

disability are limited. 

Several studies focused on burnout levels 

and workload of professional caregivers for the 

children with ASD. It was found that burnout 

levels of these professional employees working in 

the caregiving service was high and correlated 

with the working time (Bottini et al., 2020). In 

order to decrease the burnout levels, the intensity 

of work and care burdens need to be reduced over 

time, and the qualifications of the caregiver were 

found to be directly related to the burnout levels of 

the individuals (Leiter & Maslach, 2004). Taken 

all these findings together, it might be suggested 

that either the support given during RAP was 

insufficient in supporting families with 

pedagogical content to increase their qualification 

in care-giving to ASD in order to reduce the 

burnout level, or the duration of the program was 

not long enough to palliate the burnout (Demirtaş 

et al., 2019; Russell, 1987; Russell, 1990). This 

might also explain the difference in the correlation 

of BDI and MBI values of mothers before and 

after the one-week RAP, since only depression 

improved within one week whereas burnout levels 

remained same.  

These findings are not in line with the results 

of the study performed by According to Tel and 

Ertekin-Pınar (2013), the risk of depression 

increases as burnout levels increase. Because, 

primer caregivers may experience psychological, 

emotional distress in the caregiving process, and 

these situations can lead to burnout. It can be 

argued that physical activity based recreation is 

sufficient to improve depressive disorders in 

mothers of children with ASD, but it is not 

sufficient to cope with burnout levels mostly 

caused by hopelessness, stress, anxiety and 

inconsistent relationship and cycle in the family as 

a result of health-related conditions of a child with 

ASD (Falk et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2016; Tunçel, 

2017; Tunçel et al., 2018; Şahin, 2010).  Another 

important argument might be inadequacy of 

measurement and evaluation of burn out levels in 

caregivers for individuals with disability.  

The MBI was developed to measure the burn 

out level of individuals based on heavy workload 

and wearing out in daily life and therefore may not 

be adequate enough to measure the burn out level 

specific for caregivers who work for and/or have 

children with disabilities. Thus, heavy workload 

may be handled easier and solved within time, 

whereas concerns of families of children with 

disability differ in many aspects that has to be 

taken into consideration. Further detailed studies 

are needed to overcome this challenge, whereas 

some researchers suggested to reverse some scale 

items in order to eliminate this problem and 

increase the correctively of the assessment of 

burnout levels of families with MBI (Tunçel et al., 

2018).  

Despite the valuable findings obtained in this 

study, it must be taken into consideration that the 

burnout levels of mothers of children with ASD 

could not be assessed with all its subdimensions 
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and is, therefore, a critical limitation of this study 

that can be overcome in future with a new burnout 

inventory or scale developed for families of 

disabled children. Another limitation might be the 

absence of a control group. However, it would not 

be ethical to host a control group without inclusion 

in the activities. This limitation will be replaced in 

future studies with a quasi-experimental research 

design. Further detailed qualitative and 

quantitative longitudinal research is needed to 

develop recreation programs for both children and 

families in order to offer social support and social 

inclusion for ASD.  These studies should include a 

high degree of recreational group activities under 

the supervision of specialists in the field that will 

also support the family in pedagogical knowledge 

in theory and practice. 
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