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Background and Purpose: Living with a person with special needs can have long-term emotional
effects on their siblings. This study aimed to compare the defense mechanisms of depressive and
aggressive reactions and regression in siblings of children with and without autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) and Down syndrome based on the family drawing test.

Method: This study is a descriptive cause-and-effect study. The population of this study consisted
of children aged 6-12 with siblings with and without ASD or Down syndrome in Rasht in 2020. The
sample size was 55 children (15 participants in each group of siblings with autism or Down syndrome
and 25 participants in the comparison group). The ASD and Down syndrome groups were selected
by the purposive sampling method, and the comparison group was selected by the convenience
sampling method. Each child was individually assessed by the Corman’s family drawing test. Data
were analyzed by using the chi-square statistical method.

Results: The results showed that there was no significant difference between the three groups in
depressive, and aggressive reactions, and regression variables. However, ancillary findings of the
study clarified that the differences between the groups are significant in one of the components of
the depressive reaction, known as the drawing at the bottom of the page (p = 0.03).

Conclusion: Living with a person with a developmental disorder may affect the mental health of
their siblings. According to the results of this study, it seems that the family drawing test has been
somewhat inadequate in separating the status of these children. Therefore, it is necessary to make a
reconnaissance based on the family drawing test with caution and to use clinical findings and
objective tests for more certainty.
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Introduction

Living with a child with a developmental disorder has specific
challenges. If the child has autism spectrum disorder (ASD), a
limited and repetitive series of behaviors and communicational
issues can cause complications in the family. They influence
the psychological and social adjustment of family members,
especially siblings (1-3). If the child has Down syndrome, in
addition to developmental disabilities, the child's physical
problems are among the issues that can cause stress to family
members (4).

The family drawing test is a projective method based on the
analysis of contradictions within the family (10). The family is
a cornerstone for investigation in the areas of diagnosis and
treatment of the child. We can track the gradual changes in the
mental state of the child during the family processes. Defense
mechanisms are reflections in the painting of persons with a
neuroticism that they do not show directly in their painting.
Therefore, by analyzing the defense mechanisms, it is possible
to deduce what situation leads to the individual's neuroticism.
(112).

Several studies have listed negative aspects of living with a
sibling with developmental disabilities, such as behavioral
problems (12-14), depression (15 and 16), isolation and neglect
(17), and lower mental health of siblings (18). Other studies
have addressed the positive aspects such as feelings of love and
pride because of the positive abilities and characteristics of the
sibling with a developmental disability (8, 19, 21). These
results indicate that growing up with a child with special needs
is a complex and unique experience; therefore, more research
in this field and consideration of various factors and the use of
appropriate tests are necessary. For this purpose, the present
study aimed to compare the use of the defense mechanism of
depressive and aggressive reactions and regression in siblings
of the people with and without ASD and Down syndrome based
on the family drawing test.
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Method

This research is a descriptive cause-and-effect study. The
population of this study consisted of children aged 6-12 in
Rasht city in 2020. The sample size was 55 children (15
participants in each group of siblings with ASD or Down
syndrome and 25 participants in the comparison group). The
ASD and Down syndrome groups were selected by purposive
sampling, and the comparison group was selected by the
convenience sampling method. Each child was individually
assessed by the Corman’s family drawing test. The examiner
asked each child to use a pencil to draw a family on a piece of
paper. Then, the examiner asked some questions about the role,
gender, age, and feelings of the people drawn and which person
they would like to be. Data were analyzed by using the chi-
square statistical method. Using the family drawing method as
a projective test for evaluation for children allows us to
determine the following: a) the image that people have of
themselves and their situation in the family; B) The quality of
their relationships with other family members. (C) Conflicts
that they have had or still have with the entire family system,
or especially with some members of the family, and either ego
defenses that they use in such situations (31). One of these ego-
defense is called depressive reaction, which is characterized by
graphical indicators of omission of self, self-devaluation, and
drawing at the bottom of the page. Another ego-defense, the
aggressive reaction, is characterized by the depiction of animal
addition, omission of siblings, siblings-devaluation, and
drawing without a child. Finally, the regression as defence
mechanism is identification with a younger person, revert to
early childhood, drawing at the left side of the page, and
drawing from right to left (11).

Results

The age range of the study participants was 6 to 12 years (M =
9.47 and S = 2.493). Fifteen children had a sibling with ASD (9
girls), and 15 children had a sibling with Down syndrome (8
girls), and 25 children had normal siblings (14 girls). The chi-
square test, frequency, and ratio distributions were used, to
compare the aggressive and depressive reactions and regression
in the family drawing test between the three groups (Table 1).

Table 1. Comparison of aggressive and depressive reactions and regression between the three groups

autism group down group Control group Chi-squared
p-values
frequency percent frequency percent frequency percent
aggressive reaction 12 80 12 12 80 1.760 0.415
depressive reaction 8 53.3 9 8 32 3.481 0.175
regression reaction 3 20 2 1 6 2.594 0.273

Table 1 indicates that there are no differences between
aggressive and depressive reactions and regression among
groups of the study (p>0.05).
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Table 2. Comparison of components of aggressive reactions between the three groups

autism group down group Control group Chi-squared -values
frequency percent frequency percent frequency percent P
Animal addition 0 0 2 13.3 0 0 5.535 0.063
Omission of siblings 10 66.7 7 46.7 7 28 5.776 0.465
Siblings-devaluation 3 20 6 40 10 40 1.930 0.381
Drawing without a child 1 6.7 0 0 0 0 2.716 0.257
Table 3. Comparison of components of depressive reactions between the three groups
autism group down group Control group Chi-squared
p-values
frequency percent frequency percent frequency percent
Omission of self 1 6.7 1 6.7 1 4 0.188 0.910
Self devaluation 7 46.7 6 40 7 28 1.530 0.465
ACEACLIT G 2 133 4 26.7 0 0 6.984 0.030
of the page
Table 4. Comparison of components of regression between the three groups
autism group down group Control group Chi-squared _values
frequency percent frequency percent frequency percent P
identification with a younger 0 0 0 0 0 0 ) )
person
regressing to early childhood 2 13.3 0 0 1 4 0.188 0.465
drawing at the left side of the 0 0 0 0 2 8 2491 0.288
page

Drawing from right to left 1 6.7 2 13.3 1 4 0.728 0.543

Table 2 to 4 show among the sub-questions of the research,
the differences between the groups are significant only in one
of the components of the depressive reaction, the drawing at the
bottom of the page (p<0.03). There is no significant difference
in any components of aggressive or repressive reactions.

Conclusion

This study aimed to compare the depressive and aggressive
reactions and regression in siblings of children with and
without ASD and Down syndrome based on the family drawing
test. Data analysis showed that there were no significant
differences between the three groups in depressive and
aggressive reactions and regression. However, the sub-findings
of the study illustrate that there is a significant difference
between the groups in drawing at the bottom of the page as one
of the components of the depressive reaction (p = 0.03).

The findings of this study were consistent with one group of
studies (13, 15, 16, and 22-25) and inconsistent with another
group (8, 9, 21, 27, and 29). The reason for these contradictions
can be some circumstances such as different age groups,
different cultural contexts, birth order, gender, personality
traits, social support, parental anxiety, type of questionnaires
used, and objectivity or subjectivity of tests.

According to the results of this study, it seems that the family
drawing test has been somewhat inadequate in separating the
conditions of these children. Therefore, it is necessary to make

a diagnosis based on the family drawing test with caution and
to using clinical findings and objective tests for more certainty.

One of the limitations of this study was the use of convenience
sampling and the restriction in selecting a larger sample size
due to the difficulty in accessing primary and secondary school
siblings of children with autism and Down syndrome. Also, in
interpreting family drawings, each component in the drawing
may have various interpretations that could be lead to the
examiner’s bias. According to numerous interpreting of
indices, it is also suggested that researchers use objective scales
as a criterion-reference test for the family drawing.
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