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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In the family system, the birth of a child profoundly influences family dynamics, shaping
relationships and responsibilities. When a child is born with intellectual disabilities, this
impact becomes more complex, often presenting emotional and structural challenges for
family members (Sukmawati et al., 2023). Mothers, as primary caregivers, are particularly
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affected, as caring for a child with cognitive impairments and adaptive behavior difficulties can
lead to emotional distress, feelings of inadequacy, and social concerns (Elsaid, 2024).

The caregiving burden associated with raising a child with intellectual disabilities can
contribute to heightened stress, leading to psychological and physical exhaustion (Heidari Sofia
et al., 2022). Studies indicate that parental stress stemming from these challenges may also
negatively influence parent-child interactions, affecting emotional bonding and caregiving
behavior (Rezaei et al., 2019). Given the significance of maternal mental well-being and its role
in fostering healthy developmental outcomes for the child, effective intervention strategies are
essential (Masnavi Khan, 2020). Among various psychological interventions, acceptance and
commitment therapy (ACT) has emerged as a promising approach (Mesbah et al., 2018). ACT,
classified within acceptance-based therapies, prioritizes psychological flexibility over cognitive
restructuring, enabling individuals to acknowledge and engage with their thoughts and emotions
constructively rather than seeking avoidance (Pourfarahani et al., 2020).

Existing research highlights the effectiveness of ACT in alleviating psychological distress
and enhancing emotional resilience. Studies indicate that ACT significantly reduces parenting-
related stress among mothers of children with disabilities (Hashemi and Shahjooi, 2023), while
other findings suggest its positive impact on parenting anxiety levels (Tardast et al., 2021).
Furthermore, ACT-based interventions have been shown to reduce stress in caregivers of
children with special needs (Thomas and Mathew, 2023) and improve parenting interaction
styles, including acceptance, overprotectiveness, permissiveness, and rejection (Marino et al.,
2021). Despite the growing body of research on ACT’s benefits for caregivers, limited studies
have specifically examined its influence on parenting stress and mother-child interaction in the
context of intellectual disabilities. Most prior studies have focused on mental health and
emotional regulation, with less emphasis on the relational aspects of caregiving. Addressing this
gap, the present study aims to explore whether group-based ACT interventions can effectively
reduce parenting stress and foster positive mother-child interactions in mothers of children with
intellectual disabilities.

Method

This semi-experimental study employed a pre-test-post-test design with a control group to
examine the effects of acceptance and commitment-based group psychotherapy on parenting
stress and mother-child interaction. The statistical population consisted of 400 mothers of
children with intellectual disabilities at the Bojnourd Educational and Rehabilitation Center in
2023, from which 30 mothers were selected using convenience sampling and randomly assigned
to experimental and control groups. Inclusion criteria required participants to have a child under
12 years old with intellectual disabilities, be literate, provide consent, and not be undergoing
any other interventions or training. Exclusion criteria involved incomplete or distorted responses
to the questionnaire and missing more than two sessions of the intervention. The data were
collected using the Parenting Stress Index (PSI) and the Parent-Child Relationship Scale
(PCRS). Following necessary approvals, 30 mothers were selected and randomly assigned to the
experimental (n = 15) and control (n = 15) groups. Both groups completed baseline assessments,
and the experimental group participated in eight 90-minute weekly sessions of acceptance and
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commitment therapy (ACT) based on Mesbah et al. (2018). The sessions were conducted by a
qualified therapist with a master's degree in psychology in a group therapy setting within the
rehabilitation center. The control group received no intervention during this period. At the end
of the program, both groups underwent post-test assessment, and data were analyzed using
multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS 25.

Results

An assessment of multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) assumptions confirmed the
normal distribution of variables across groups (P > 0.05). Levene’s test indicated homogeneity
of variances (P > 0.05), while M. Box’s test validated the homogeneity of the variance-
covariance matrix (M = 21.72, F = 6.73, P > 0.05). Additionally, Bartlett’s sphericity test
demonstrated a significant correlation among research variables (P < 0.001), and the regression
slope assumption was met (P > 0.05). The linear relationship between auxiliary and dependent
variables confirmed the significance of differences based on the pre-test (P < 0.001). As all
assumptions were satisfied, MANCOVA was performed, and Wilks” Lambda test revealed a
statistically significant difference in the linear combination of dependent variables between
groups (Wilks’ Lambda = 0.84, F = 6.87, P < 0.001, n? = 0.92). The results demonstrated that
acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) led to a significant improvement in parental stress
reduction and enhanced parent-child interaction in the post-test phase, achieving significance at
P < 0.05. This intervention effectively lowered parental stress and strengthened parent-child
relational dynamics.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study examined the effectiveness of acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) in
reducing parental stress and enhancing parent-child interaction. The findings demonstrated that
ACT led to a significant reduction in parental stress and an improvement in parent-child
interaction, aligning with previous studies by Hashemi and Shahjooi (2023), Mesbah et al.
(2018), Tardast et al. (2021), Thomas and Mathew (2023), and Marino et al. (2021).

The therapeutic mechanism of ACT emphasizes acceptance of internal experiences, helping
individuals recognize distressing thoughts without reacting to them, but rather acknowledging
their presence as transient mental events. This approach fosters psychological flexibility,
encouraging individuals to focus on values-driven behaviors rather than avoidance-based coping
strategies (Thomas and Mathew, 2023). By promoting emotional acceptance and behavioral
commitment, ACT facilitates modification of core values, strengthens personal meaning, and
enhances parent-child communication (Sorkhy et al., 2022). Moreover, individuals learn to
confront anxiety-provoking situations, shifting their perspective from self-imposed
victimization to purposeful action, thereby fostering a more positive perception of their child
and improving family interactions (Marino et al., 2021).

This study faced several limitations, including its restricted sample of mothers with
intellectually disabled children at the Jamshid Vahdani Center in Bojnourd, limiting the
generalizability of findings to broader populations. Additionally, the absence of long-term
follow-up assessments restricts conclusions regarding the sustained effects of the intervention.
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Future research should incorporate extended follow-up periods to evaluate the lasting impact of
ACT on parental stress and interaction patterns and explore single-subject designs for
individualized assessment. From a practical standpoint, given ACT’s proven efficacy, it is
recommended that counselors and therapists integrate this intervention into parenting support
programs to empower mothers of children with intellectual disabilities, thereby contributing to
their psychological well-being and enhancing family dynamics.
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1. the Parenting Stress Index (PSI)
2. the Parent-Child Relationship Scale (PCRS)
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