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I F  Y O U  A R E  T H E  M O T H E R  I N  T H E  

S T O RY …
• How would you feel about this?

• Ah Yu is 35 years old this year. She has been married for eight years and has always longed to 

become pregnant, dreaming of a happy family life with her husband and child. Just over two 

years ago, Ah Yu finally gave birth to her daughter, Jing Jing. Now, as Jing Jing approaches her 

third birthday, Ah Yu is starting to prepare for kindergarten admission interviews.

• Lately, Ah Yu has noticed that Jing Jing seems quieter than other children her age and almost 

never makes eye contact with anyone. Even now, Jing Jing cannot express herself using simple 

sentences. Instead, she simply pulls her parents’ hands to indicate what she wants. Ah Yu thought 

perhaps Jing Jing was just shy, or maybe the domestic helper didn’t talk to her enough.

• It wasn’t until a recent kindergarten interview that a teacher noticed Jing Jing was different from 

her peers and recommended that Ah Yu take her to see a doctor for an assessment. At first, Ah Yu 

thought the school was just making excuses not to admit Jing Jing. But when the doctor 

diagnosed Jing Jing with moderate autism and language developmental delay, Ah Yu was stunned. 

Her body stiffened, she became speechless, and then burst into tears, overwhelmed by the 

thought: “Why is it my daughter? Is it because I was older when I got pregnant that she has 

health problems? How could she survive in the future school years?”



B A C K G RO U N D
Increase in the number or SEN students (2018-2024)
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B A C K G RO U N D

• Disruptive behaviours (Hastings, 2002; Neely-Barnes et al., 2011).

• Emotional outburst (Hastings, 2002; Neely-Barnes et al., 2011).

• Challenge in study and school routines (Wang et al., 2024)

• Difficulties in obtaining rehabilitation services  (Caicedo, 2014).

• Interpersonal difficulties

• Chinese parents’ concern for “face” (referring to having honour and respect in Chinese 

context) and social identity can easily induce internalisation of feelings of shame once 

parents feel they have been stigmatised by society (Mak & Chen, 2006; Mak & Kwok, 

2010). 



M E N TA L  H E A LT H  N E E D S  O F  PA R E N T S

5

• A recent systematic review of 19 studies from 11 countries reported 31% of parents of children 

with SEN experienced elevated depressive and anxiety symptoms (Scherer et al., 2019). 

• One previous study found a 14.9% point prevalence of depression in Chinese parents of children 

with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in Hong Kong (Yu et al., 2016).

• In one of our current study on parental stress :

• 32.2% of parents reported moderate levels of depression

• 15.5% reported moderately severe to severe levels of depression

• This percentage of parents with depressive symptoms is higher than that found in some overseas 

studies, as well as studies conducted in Taiwan (23%) (Chou et al., 2021) and mainland China 

(18.8%) (Chen et al., 2024).

• The alarming figures highlight the significant mental health needs of parents of children 

with SEN in Hong Kong.



M E N TA L  H E A LT H  N E E D S  O F  

PA R E N T S

• Mental health issues can lead to negative parenting 

behaviours and strained relationships with children, resulting 

in a vicious cycle with potentially severe consequences for 

children during adulthood (Deaulth, 2010). 

• Low help-seeking for mental health problems and barriers 

among parents of children with SEN

• Help-seeking for these problems by parents is extremely low 

due to the culture of self-reliance, lack of treatment resources, 

public stigma and self-stigma, time constraints, and 

overreliance on informal support networks (Mak & Kwok, 

2010). 



R E S E A R C H  G A P

• Current treatment model to support parents of children with 
SEN (Sohmaran & Shorey, 2019):

oBehavioural management training

oParenting skills training 

oPsychoeducation

oMindfulness and ACT

• Existing studies include the following limitations: 
• (1) inconsistent findings on improving parental stress, anxiety and 

depression, and most studies achieved small to medium effect sizes 
only; 

• (2) most studies were based on a single treatment approach 
(cognitive-behavioural therapy, mindfulness, psychoeducation); 

• (3) there is a lack of emphasis in emotion regulation given its 
strong transdiagnostic role to psychopathology; 

• (4) given the potential benefits of telehealth intervention for 
parents/caregivers, there is very few evidence-based EMI model in 
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O U R  S O L U T I O N S - M O M E N TA RY  E R  

S U P P O RT • Furthermore, the recent 

development of EMI 

with wearable sensors 

can enhance the 

detection of daily crises 

and serve as momentary 

therapeutic 

recommendations or 

instructions when critical 

problems arise (Keonard 

et al., 2018).

Ecological 
Momentary 
Interventions 
(EMI) model 

targeting emotion 
regulation (ER)

Personalised 
intervention

Reach large 
populations

Reduce 
stigma

Flexibility 
and 

practice in 
daily life



O U R  S O L U T I O N S - M O M E N TA RY  E R  

S U P P O RT
• Emotion regulation (ER) is a transdiagnostic mechanism for parental mental health

• ER - the processes by which an individual monitors, evaluates, and changes emotional responses – 

may be a key target for psychological treatments. 

• Meta-analytic studies showed medium to large effect sizes of ER and psychopathology (Aldao 

et al., 2010; Cavicchioli et al., 2023), moderate effect sizes of ER and parenting behaviours, and 

children’s emotion regulation, internalising and externalising symptoms (Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 

2022). 

• Sloan et al. (2017) reviewed over 60 treatment studies for depression, anxiety, substance use, and 

eating disorders and found that ER was an underlying process that may contribute to changes in 

symptoms of multiple forms of psychopathology following treatment. 



E R  A N D  D E P R E S S I O N  A M O N G  C H I N E S E  

PA R E N T S

Figure 1 

Structural equation modelling of the proposed model

Notes. For the simplicity of the figure, only significant paths are marked with estimated coefficients. Dashed lines are insignificant paths. †p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001



E R  A N D  D E P R E S S I O N  A M O N G  C H I N E S E  

PA R E N T S
Variables Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Demographic information

Age -.031 -.001 -.006

Child's age .031 .066 .070

Total monthly household income -.027 -.054 -.070

Gender .267*** .116* .104†

Child's gender -.161** -.053 -.049

Marital status -.005 .008 .009

Employment status -.155* -.108† -.104†

Cognitive Emotion Regulation

Self-blame .185** .187**

Acceptance -.087 -.063

Rumination .256*** .261***

Positive refocusing -.037 -.025

Refocus on planning -.019 -.020

Positive reappraisal -.171* -.141†

Putting into perspective .028 .032

Catastrophizing .264*** .239***

Blaming others .146* .122†

Posenhance -.251*

Perspect .188†

Sooth -.013

Socmod .007

Adjust R square .094 .399 .420

R square change .094 .305 .021

F change 3.914*** 14.369*** 2.278†

Emotion regulation and emotion 

flexibility alleviate both parenting stress 

and depression of parents of children with 

special educational needs.

Self-blame, rumination, catastrophizing, 

positive reappraisal, sharing positive 

emotions are significant influential 

emotion regulation strategies, totally 

accounting for 42.0% of depression among 

293 Chinese parents of children with 

neurodevelopmental  disorders.



K E Y  D E S I G N

• Tailored to parents’ situational needs

• Effective emotion regulation strategies focused, which is a very critical 

transdiagnostic component

• Multicomponent therapeutic approach, which serve the potential to 

better enhance emotion regulation.

• Localisation and cultural adaptation, of western therapeutic approach. For 

example, cognitive behavioural skills training

• Paired with smartwatch to better cater to parents’ stress and emotional 

outburst



日

sensor-aid detection 

time-based push-in 

on-demand 

CBT

DBT

Mindfulness

depression, anxiety/worry, anger, stress/helpless, 

disappointment, guilt, and loneliness

Level of emotion/stress

1

2



T H R E E - L E V E L  D E S I G N  S T RU C T U R E

First level: 

Psychoeducation about cognitive behavioural 
concepts and principles in understanding 

negative emotions

Second level: 

Emotion-based modules with 
different cognitive behavioural 

skills learning and training. 

Start with a story

Cognitive behavioural theory in 
understanding emotions (mood check, 
dysfunctional response pattern analysis)

Coping skills: five-steps skills, STOP skills, 
mindfulness practice etc.

Third level: 

Emotion regulation skills toolkit 

Sharing and communication 
platform

What is CBT?

What is situational analysis?

What is depression, anxiety, stress, 

guilt etc.?



M O B I L E  A P P L I C A T I O N

The user interface General introduction of the 

application
General introduction of 

CBT
Emotional assessment





E M O T I O N S ’  M O D U L E S

Guilt 

Loneliness

Depression 

Anxiety Anger Disappointment  

Stress 



Thought trapSituational analysis
A story of a 

parent

Introduction of 

the emotion



D Y S F U N C T I O N A L  C Y C L E



M I N D F U L N E S S  A N D  

R E L A X A T I O N  

• Address each emotion:

• Anger: meditation and mindfulness.

• Stress: meditation and breathing exercises.

• Anxiety: mindful stretching.

• Disappointment and loneliness: self-

compassion mindfulness practices.

• Guilt: loving-kindness meditation and self-

compassion.
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常留意身體警告訊號
Be aware of bodily 

warning signals

心跳加速、手心出汗
A racing heart, sweaty palms

肌肉緊繃、面部漲紅
Muscle tightness​, Facial flushing

發抖、頭痛
Trembling​, Headache 

常自我反問
Disputing ？

問自己這是想法還是事實
Ask if it’s a thought or a fact

最壞結果真會發生嗎？
Will the worst outcome really happen

一次失誤能說明永遠做不好嗎？
Does one mistake mean I’ll never do it well

常喚停負面思想
Negative thought stopping

提醒自己冷靜下來
Remind yourself to calm down

深呼吸、飲水
Breathe, drink water

倒數 10 個數
Count down from ten

常分散注意力
Distraction

聽音樂或散步
Listen to music or walk

吃點零食
Have a snack

刷會劇
Watch TV

常備金句
Repository of inspiring 

quotes慢慢嚟，會過去㗎
Take it slow—it will pass

穩住，我得㗎
Stay steady, I’ve got this

我比情緒更強大
I’m stronger than my emotions

C O P I N G  S T R A T E G I E S



• Activity ruler: 

encourages parents 

to engage in more 

me-time.

• Builds a more 

balanced lifestyle.

• The application will 

store all completed 

activities and 

motivate parents to 

continue engaging.

• An embedded 

sharing platform 

will allow parents to 

share their 

accomplishments.



C H A L L E N G E S

• 1. Need a multi-disciplinary team from different areas 

including social work, psychology, computer science 

and design engineering.

• 2. Need an affordable amount of money to realize all 

the animations, interactive designs, app development 

and so on.

• 3. Takes time to do the trial and error, especially for 

new technology, such as pairing the app with the 

smartwatch.



WAY  F O RWA R D

A randomized controlled trial will be conducted early next year to 
collect feedback from parents regarding effectiveness and feasibility.

Measured indicators: mental health, emotion regulation, distress 
tolerance, psychological stress, self-compassion, children’s behavioural 
and emotional symptoms

Feasibility: acceptance, satisfaction, response rate



T H A N K  Y O U  F O R L I S T E N I N G !

Email : zhuangxy@hkbu.edu.hk
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