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Background: In recent years, the increasing awareness of the psychological challenges faced by parents
of children with autism, particularly mothers, has led to greater attention to the needs of this group. In this
context, two well-established therapeutic approaches, namely Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and
Motivational Interviewing, have emerged as tools to support parents and improve their mental health.
However, existing research has primarily focused on examining the separate effects of these approaches,
revealing significant gaps in the direct comparison of their effectiveness on the psychological flexibility
and parental burnout of mothers.

Aims: The purpose of this research was to compare the effectiveness of acceptance and commitment
therapy and motivational interviewing on reducing parental burnout and increasing psychological
flexibility of mothers with autistic children in 2023-2024.

Methods: The present study was a quasi-experimental design with a pre-test and post-test and a one-month
follow-up with a control group. The statistical population of the study consisted of all mothers of children
with autism receiving services from the Exceptional Education department in Kermanshah in the academic
year 2023-2024. The research sample included 45 eligible mothers, who were purposefully selected and
randomly assigned to two experimental groups: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (15 participants)
and Motivational Interviewing (15 participants), as well as a control group (15 participants). Data were
collected using the Parental Burnout Questionnaire (Rascal et al., 2018) and the Psychological Flexibility
Questionnaire (Dennis & VanderWal, 2010). Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (Hayes, 1999) was
conducted in 8 sessions of 75 minutes each, while Motivational Interviewing (Fielder, 2002) consisted of
10 sessions of 90 minutes each, conducted weekly for the experimental groups. The data were analyzed
using mixed analysis of variance with repeated measures in SPSS version 26.

Results: : The results showed that therapy based on acceptance and commitment and motivational
interviewing have an effect on improving psychological flexibility and reducing parental burnout
(P<0.001). Also, the results showed that treatment based on acceptance and commitment has a greater role
in reducing parental burnout(P<0.001) and increasing the psychological flexibility(P<0.020) of mothers
with children with autism spectrum disorder than motivational interviewing.

Conclusion: The findings of this study indicate that both Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and
Motivational Interviewing significantly improve psychological flexibility and reduce parental burnout in
mothers of children with Autism Spectrum Disorder. In particular, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
demonstrated significantly greater effectiveness compared to Motivational Interviewing in reducing
parental burnout and enhancing psychological flexibility. These results underscore the necessity of
designing and implementing ACT-based therapeutic programs for parents of children with autism and can
serve as a foundation for the development of clinical and educational interventions in this field.
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Introduction

In early childhood, autism spectrum disorder (ASD)
is a neurodevelopmental disorder primarily
characterized by atypical social interactions,
communication  impairments, and repetitive
behavioral patterns (Al-Rahil et al., 2023). All
individuals with autism experience difficulties in
behavior and social interaction (Weisbard-Bartoff
et al., 2019). The perceived quality of family life
among mothers of children with autism is low
(Deschamps et al., 2020), and they may experience
parental burnout, which is characterized by severe
exhaustion related to caregiving, emotional
detachment from their children, loss of enjoyment
and effectiveness in the parental role, and
comparisons between their past and present selves
(Romonik et al., 2024).

The findings of Feldman et al. (2023) indicated that
one of the predictors of parental burnout is
psychological flexibility. The responses of mothers
of children with autism depend on their flexibility
in coping with these challenges. Psychological
flexibility is defined as the ability to adapt to
changing environmental stimuli. Research has
shown that there is a relationship between
psychological flexibility and a wide range of
psychological problems, overall health, and quality
of life (Ko et al., 2019). One therapeutic approach

that appears to be effective in improving the mental
health of parents of children with autism is
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) (Lee
et al., 2023; Behnavi et al., 2022). The high levels
of psychological issues such as depression, anxiety,
stress, and resilience among mothers of children
with autism lead many mothers to struggle to cope
with this condition, focusing all their attention on
their child’s future problems. Furthermore, transient
mood fluctuations, reduced quality of life, limited
social activities, and economic difficulties are some
of the factors that diminish the mental health of
these parents (Alibikova et al., 2022). One method
to enhance motivation is the clinical approach of
motivational interviewing (Kondesprager et al.,
2023; Rojas-Torres et al., 2020) Motivational

interviewing is a client-centered and directive
method aimed at enhancing intrinsic motivation for
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change by exploring, identifying, and resolving
ambivalence (Ashrafzadeh et al., 2017).Therefore,

considering these challenges, it is essential to design
and implement interventions to improve the mental
health of mothers of children with autism.
Consequently, this study aimed to compare the
effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy and Motivational Interviewing on the
psychological flexibility and parental burnout of
mothers with children diagnosed with autism.

Method

This research is applied in purpose and employs a
quasi-experimental design with a pre-test, post-test,
and follow-up, alongside a control group. In this
design, the therapeutic interventions (Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy and Motivational
Interviewing) are considered as independent
variables, while psychological flexibility and
parental burnout are regarded as dependent
variables. The statistical population of this study
included all mothers of children with autism
spectrum disorder who were receiving services
from the Exceptional Education Department in
Kermanshah in 2023. Using a purposive sampling
method, participants were selected from the centers,
and all clients who met the inclusion criteria and
were willing to cooperate were provided with the
psychological flexibility and parental burnout
questionnaires. By adhering to the inclusion criteria,
45 participants were randomly assigned to two
experimental groups and one control group with
equal numbers. All individuals received written
information regarding the research and, if willing,
participated in the study. They were assured that all
information would remain confidential and used
solely for research purposes; to protect privacy, the
names and surnames of participants were not
recorded. For data analysis, descriptive statistical
methods (mean and standard deviation) and
inferential statistical methods (repeated measures
ANOVA) were employed using SPSS-26 software.
Results

Analysis of the data obtained from demographic
information revealed that the mean age and standard
deviation of women in the Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy group were 35.67 years
(£5.21), in the Motivational Interviewing group
were 33.41 years (+4.97), and in the control group
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were 32.75 years (+4.44). Among the women in the
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy group, 29%
had a high school/diploma education, 21% held an
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Motivational Interviewing group, 30% had a high
school/diploma education, 22% held an associate
degree, 43% had a bachelor’s degree, and 5% had a

associate degree, 40% had a bachelor’s degree, and master’s degree or doctorate.

10% had a master’s degree or doctorate. In the

Table 1. Findings Related to the Multivariate Within-Group Effects Test of Parental Burnout and Psychological
Flexibility in the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Motivational Interviewing Groups

Group Variable Effect Sum of Squares  Error Sum F Sig Eta
of Squares Squared
Time Effect 871/62 435/81 220/35 0/001 0/887
=2 Parental Group Effect 440/011 440/011 8/96 0/001 0/988
s é >,  Burnout Interaction Effect (Group x Time) 824/289 412/144 208/388  0/001 0/882
SEE
g E 2 Time Effect 1232/46 616/23 119/86 0/001 0/811
§ 8 = Psychological ~ Group Effect 1629/87 1629/87 43/04 0/001 0/606
< Flexibility Interaction Effect (Group x Time) 1003/62 501/81 97/60 0/001 o777
0/001
Parental Time Effect 1889/86 944/93 238/31 0/895
=y 0/001
g Burnout
2 Group Effect 2811/21 2811/21 29/64 0/001 0/514
g Interaction Effect (Group x Time) 1820/08 910/04 229/51 0/001 891/0
= 0/001
< Psychological ~ Time Effect 1781/42 890/71 118/58 0/809
S - 0/001
= Flexibility
= Group Effect 1997/51 1997/51 45/18 0/001 0/617
§ Interaction Effect (Group x Time) 1503/28 751/64 100/07 0/001 0/718

The results presented in Table 1 indicate that the
mixed analysis of variance with repeated measures
for the variables of parental burnout and
psychological flexibility is significant. Therefore, it
can be stated that there is a significant difference in
the mean scores of parental burnout and
psychological flexibility between the experimental
and control groups. The results in the table further

confirm that the mixed analysis of variance with
repeated measures for the variables of parental
burnout and psychological flexibility is significant.
Consequently, it can be concluded that there is a
significant difference in the mean scores of parental
burnout and psychological flexibility between the
experimental and control groups.

Table 2. Results of the Bonferroni Post Hoc Test Comparing Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Motivational

Interviewing
Dependent Treatment Comparison of Mean Standard Error Sig
Variable Treatments Difference
Parental Burnout Acceptance and Motivational 7/04 111 0/001
Commitment Therapy Interviewing
Psychological Acceptance and Motivational 2/39 1/37 0/020
Flexibility Commitment Therapy Interviewing

The results presented in the table indicate that the
mean differences between Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) and Motivational
Interviewing for the variables of psychological
flexibility and parental burnout are statistically

significant. Therefore, the findings suggest that
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy has a greater
impact on parental burnout and psychological
flexibility compared to Motivational Interviewing.
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Conclusion

The present study aimed to investigate the impact of
The present study aimed to compare the
effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) and Motivational Interviewing on
the psychological flexibility and parental burnout of
mothers with children diagnosed with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD). The results indicated
that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy has a
significant impact on psychological flexibility.
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is a form of
cognitive-behavioral  therapy that enhances
flexibility and coping abilities (Zhao et al., 2023).
Understanding flexibility is a process that can
improve mental health. In this approach, the
primary focus is on the internal world, helping
individuals experience their worrying thoughts
merely as thoughts. ACT assists individuals in
grasping the futility of their actions, enabling them
to concentrate on what is meaningful in their lives
rather than reacting to unhelpful thoughts. This
allows them to act in accordance with their beliefs
and values (Hayes et al., 2012).Furthermore, the
results revealed that Motivational Interviewing has
a positive effect on parental burnout and
psychological flexibility. To explain this finding,
various mechanisms can be cited regarding the
effectiveness of Motivational Interviewing on
parental burnout and psychological flexibility.
Initially, it can be suggested that in counseling
groups utilizing Motivational Interviewing, the
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advantages inherent in therapeutic groups—such as
increased hope, commitment to behavioral change,
and other growth-promoting and healing factors—
are present (Rollnick & Miller, 1995). Individuals
can experience positive changes derived from the
therapeutic environment of the group through these
benefits. Another crucial function of counseling
groups is that their members, similar to those in this
study, often experience a reduction in concerns
about the uniqueness and exceptional nature of their
problems, realizing that their issues are not
extraordinary or bizarre but are akin to those faced
by other group members. Additionally, they likely
learned valuable insights from each other’s
successful experiences, which contributed to a
reduction in parental burnout and an increase in
psychological flexibility.
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