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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Article type: Background: Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is one of the most common childhood
Research Article disorders, potentially impairing mothers’ mental health. Reduced psychological flexibility increases these

mothers’ vulnerability to stress and emotional problems. Although recent attention has been given to
interventions such as Emotion-Focused Therapy and Self-Compassion Training to enhance flexibility,
comparative evidence on their effectiveness in this population remains limited.
Article history: Aims: The present study was conducted to compare the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy and self-
Received 13 August 2025 compassion training on parental burnout and psychological flexibility in mothers of children with attention
Sressivia i eyl e deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).
Methods: The research method employed a quasi-experimental design, with a pre-test-post-test format, a

1 September 2025 control group, and a two-month follow-up. The statistical population of this study comprised all mothers of
Accepted 27 September children aged 7 to 11 years with Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) in Zanjan city in 2024. Using
2025 purposive sampling and based on inclusion and exclusion criteria, 45 mothers were selected and randomly
Published online 22 May. assigned to two experimental groups and one control group (15 participants in each group). Data were collected
2026 using the Psychological Flexibility Questionnaire (Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010). The first experimental group
received eight 45-minute sessions of Emotion-Focused Therapy, and the second experimental group received
eight 90-minute sessions of Self-Compassion Training. The collected data were analyzed using mixed analysis

Keywords: of variance with repeated measures and a Bonferroni post hoc test in SPSS version 26. o
. : Results: The results indicated that both emotion-focused therapy and self-compassion training were effective in
Emotion-focused enhancing psychological flexibility (P< 0.05). Furthermore, Bonferroni post hoc tests showed that the mean
therapy, self-compassion scores of psychological flexibilities in the post-test and follow-up stages were higher in the emotion-focused
training, psychological therapy group compared to the self-compassion training group, indicating the superior effectiveness of emotion-
flexibility, mothers, focused therapy. The effects and stability of the interventions in the experimental groups persisted after a two-

month follow-up.

atte_n’glon .. Conclusion:Given the greater effectiveness and durability of emotion-focused therapy, it is recommended that
deficit/hyperactivity counseling and treatment centers utilize this approach to psychologically empower mothers of children with
disorder (ADHD). ADHD, enabling them to better cope with the challenges of parenting and related stress.
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Introduction

Psychiatric disorders often begin in childhood and
adolescence and have a significant impact on an
individual’s health and development (Barican et al.,
2022). Childhood psychiatric problems are among
the most common health issues, and their prevalence
is increasing (Poppit et al.,, 2024). Attention
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is one of the
most prevalent psychiatric disorders worldwide,
especially among children and adolescents
(Polanczyk et al., 2015). ADHD is a
neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by
persistent  patterns of inattention  and/or
hyperactivity-impulsivity, which lead to impairment
in multiple areas of life (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013; Dekkers et al., 2020). Children
with Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder are
often characterized by symptoms such as lack of
concentration, difficulty maintaining attention and
following through with tasks, impulsive behaviors,
hyperactivity, restlessness, inability to engage in
regular activities, problems with planning and
organization, as well as challenges in establishing
effective peer relationships and adhering to social
rules. These features can seriously affect their
academic performance, family relationships, and
social functioning (Cénat et al., 2024). The
prevalence of ADHD in children and adolescents has
been estimated to be between 4 and 6 percent
(Miklés et al., 2019). The results of studies
conducted in Iran showed that 44.5% of children in
grades one to three exhibited some degree of
Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder, with
10.9% of cases being classified as severe (score of
60 or higher). Severe ADHD was observed in 13%
of boys and 8.6% of girls, which was a statistically
significant difference (li Sadolahi et al., 2019).

The psychological flexibility of mothers of children
with Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder plays
an important role in adapting to parenting
challenges, managing stress, and maintaining their
mental health. Strengthening this quality can help
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improve the quality of life and parenting
performance of mothers (Chong et al., 2024). They
defined this concept as an individual’s ability to
consciously accept and embrace their emotions,
thoughts, feelings, and memories while still pursuing
meaningful personal life goals and values. As one of
the fundamental concepts in Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT), psychological
flexibility is developed through six core processes of
this approach (Hayes et al., 2006). The ACT
approach, founded by Hayes and colleagues,
includes six core therapeutic processes: “connection
with the present moment,” “cognitive flexibility,”
“acceptance,” “self-as-context,” “values,” and
“committed action” (Byrne et al., 2021). The results
showed that parental psychological flexibility was
indirectly associated, through adaptive parenting
styles, with lower levels of internalizing and
externalizing problems in children across different
age groups. In the toddler model examined in this
study, parental role-related psychological flexibility
had a significant impact on adaptive parenting styles,
which were defined based on both positive and
negative parenting behaviors, as well as strict and
permissive disciplinary approaches (Okajima &
Okajima, 2025).

Studies have shown that emotion-focused training
significantly leads to increased psychological
flexibility and improved coping ability in mothers of
children with Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder (Klein et al., 2023). Emotion-Focused
Therapy is a modern and dynamic therapeutic
approach that integrates empathic attunement to the
client’s emotional experiences with process
guidance (such as facilitating therapeutic tasks). In
this approach, the acceptance and transformation of
emotions, along with the therapist’s presence in the
therapeutic relationship, are equally emphasized.
According to Emotion-Focused Therapy, the client’s
bodily feelings are monitored moment-to-moment
and are understood within a dialectical-constructivist
framework of meaning-making (Greenberg & Lyon,
1995; Kramer et al., 2025).

Evidence from recent research suggests that
compassion-based therapy, by creating a safe space
for acknowledging difficult emotions and reducing
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self-criticism, plays a crucial role in promoting
psychological flexibility. Participation in such
interventions enables individuals to more effectively
cope with negative thoughts and feelings, adapt to
stressful ~ situations, and adopt constructive
approaches when facing life’s challenges (Garrett et
al., 2025). Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT) is a
psychotherapeutic intervention designed to enhance
psychological well-being by increasing individuals’
capacity for compassion toward themselves and
others (Gilbert, 2014). CFT is a biopsychosocial
approach inspired by evolutionary theory. It is
considered an integrative and process-oriented
therapy that draws upon teachings from Buddhism,
attachment theory, cognitive-behavioral theories,
psychodynamic and humanistic approaches, as well
as findings from neuroscience (Gilbert, 2014; Garrett
et al., 2025). In an experimental study, Navab et al.
(2019) examined the effect of compassion-based
group therapy on the psychological symptoms of
mothers of children with Attention
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder. The results showed
that after the intervention, the psychological
symptoms of mothers in the therapy group
significantly decreased, while no significant change
was observed in the control group.

In recent years, increasing attention has been paid to
the role of psychological factors in the well-being of
parents of children with Attention
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). Mothers of
these children often face high levels of stress,
burnout, and emotional challenges that affect their
psychological flexibility. Emotion-Focused Therapy
(EFT) and Self-Compassion Training are both
considered practical approaches for enhancing
mental health and promoting psychological
flexibility in this group. However, it remains unclear
which of these two methods can provide more
effective psychological support for mothers of
children with ADHD. Therefore, comparing the
effectiveness of these two interventions is not only
scientifically significant but can also offer practical
guidance to mental health professionals in selecting
the most appropriate therapeutic approach to support
these mothers. The aim of this comparison is to
identify the approach that has the greatest impact on
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the psychological flexibility of this wvulnerable
group,thereby helping to improve the quality of life
for families affected by ADHD. Thus, this study
aims to investigate whether there is a difference
between Emotion-Focused Therapy and Self-
Compassion Training in terms of their effectiveness
in enhancing the psychological flexibility of mothers
of children with Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder.

Method

This study is applied in terms of purpose and
employs a quasi-experimental method, specifically
utilizing a pretest-posttest design with a two-month
follow-up and a control group. The statistical
population included all mothers of children with
Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) in
Zanjan city in the year 2024 (1403 in the Iranian
calendar). The research sample consisted of 45
mothers of children with ADHD, selected through
purposive sampling from among the mothers
referred to the relevant centers. Initially, after
coordination with the heads of the counseling and
psychological service centers and obtaining
permission to announce the call for participation,
mothers of children diagnosed with ADHD (aged 7
to 11 years) who had active records in counseling
centers, psychology clinics, and psychiatric centers
in Zanjan were identified. Based on inclusion and
exclusion criteria, 45 mothers were purposively
selected and then randomly assigned to two
experimental groups and one control group.
Following the call for participation, sufficient
information was provided to the participating
mothers regarding the study objectives, participation
conditions, and the location and timing of the
intervention sessions. At this stage, informed
consent forms were administered, and initial
screening forms and semi-structured interviews were
used to evaluate the inclusion and exclusion criteria,
resulting in the final sample selection. The sample
size was estimated at 47 participants using G*Power
3.1 software for mixed ANOVA, with an effect size
of 0.60, a significance level of 0.05, a power of 0.95,
three  groups  (Emotion-Focused  Therapy,
Compassion-Based Therapy, and Control), and one
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dependent variable (psychological flexibility).
However, according to previous studies and the
formula for determining sample size in quasi-
experimental research for variance homogeneity, a
sample size of 45 (15 per group) was adopted.
Inclusion criteria were: having a child diagnosed
with ADHD by a psychiatrist or clinical psychologist
according to DSM-5-TR criteria, mothers aged
between 32 and 40, children between 7 and 11 years
old, willingness to participate in therapy sessions and
complete questionnaires, minimum education of
junior high school (or higher), residence in Zanjan,
access to treatment centers for regular attendance,
and not receiving similar individual/group
psychological interventions at the same time
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(especially EFT or self-compassion training).
Exclusion criteria were: mothers with severe
psychiatric  disorders  (schizophrenia, bipolar
disorder, severe major depression) as determined by
the therapist via self-report, use or change of
psychiatric medication by the mother during the
study, missing more than two therapy sessions,
failure to complete questionnaires or insufficient
cooperation with the research process, and
experiencing acute family crises or bereavement
during the study period.

Results

Table 1. Results of One-Way Repeated Measures ANOVA for Pre-test, Post-test, and Follow-up Scores

Source of Variation Dependent Variable DF MS F p Partial 1?
Between-Subjects (Group) Psychological Flexibility — 973.644 2 486.822 13.577 8051 0.587
Within-Subjects (Time) Psychological Flexibility =~ 589.933 1.468  408.125 59.716 p= 0.764

Interaction (Group x Time) Psychological Flexibility

Error Psychological Flexibility

.001

365.156 2935  124.412 18.204 B 0.464
421.244  61.636

.001
6.834 = = =

The results presented in Table 5 indicate that the one-
way repeated measures ANOVA revealed
statistically significant effects for the intervention
(from pre-test to post-test), the stability of the
intervention (from post-test to follow-up), and the
effect of time (from pre-test to follow-up) on the
dependent variable of psychological flexibility.
According to the results, the effect of group on

psychological flexibility scores was significant, F o,
84) = 13.577, p <.001, n*> = .587. Similarly, the effect
of time was significant, F (1.46s, 84y = 59.716, p <.001,
n?=.764, as was the group X time interaction, F (2.935,
84=18.204, p < .001, n* = .464. These findings
suggest that emotion-focused therapy and self-
compassion-based therapy are both effective in
enhancing psychological flexibility.

Table 2. Bonferroni Test Results for Within-Group and Between-Group Comparisons among Experimental and Control Groups in Pretest,
Posttest, and Follow-up Scores of Dependent Variables

Variable Position/Comparison Mean Difference SD P
Self-Compassion Pre-test - Post-test -4.267 0.697 P <0.001
(Within-Group) Pre-test - Follow-up -3.733 1.008 P <0.001

Post-test - Follow-up 0.533 0.584 1
Emotion-Focused Pre-test - Post-test -8.733 0.697 P <0.001
Therapy (Within- Pre-test - Follow-up -9.13 1.008 P <0.001

Group) Post-test - Follow-up -0.400 0.584 1
Between-Group Self-Compassion vs. EFT -3.356 1.343 P<0.05
Comparison Self-Compassion vs. Control -3.22 1.134 P <0.05
EFT vs. Control -6.578 1.301 P <0.001

“EFT” = Emotion-Focused Therapy, SD = Standard Deviation, P = Value (significance)

The results of the Bonferroni correction indicated a
significant difference in flexibility scores among the
Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT), Self-Compassion,

and control groups (P < 0.001). Moreover, a
significant difference was also observed between the
EFT and Self-Compassion groups (P < 0.05). In
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other words, emotion-focused therapy was effective
in improving the psychological flexibility of mothers
with children diagnosed with ADHD. Specifically,
the EFT experimental group achieved higher post-
test and follow-up scores after receiving the
intervention. It is noteworthy that the results of the
Bonferroni post hoc tests, used for within-group
comparisons (pre-test vs. post-test: intervention
effect; post-test vs. follow-up: intervention stability;
pre-test vs. follow-up: time effect) among the study
groups (experimental and control), revealed
significant differences in the intervention effect (pre-
test vs. post-test) and the time effect (pre-test vs.
follow-up) on psychological flexibility scores (P <
0.001). In other words, participants in the
experimental groups demonstrated a linear upward
trend in psychological flexibility scores, with this
trend being more pronounced in the EFT group.
Additionally, no significant differences were found
in intervention stability scores (post-test vs. follow-
up) for any of the variables, indicating the effects of
the interventions remained stable after a two-month
follow-up.

Conclusion

The present study aimed to compare the
effectiveness of Emotion-Focused Therapy and Self-
Compassion Training on psychological flexibility in
mothers of children with Attention
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder. The results of mixed
repeated measures analysis of variance showed that
Emotion-Focused Therapy was effective in
improving the psychological flexibility of mothers of
children with ADHD. These results can be explained
by noting that Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT),
which is centered on the identification, acceptance,
processing, and adaptive expression of emotions, is
based on the belief that the healthy experience and
regulation of emotions is fundamental to mental
health. Accordingly, EFT provides a safe and
supportive environment in which clients learn to
recognize difficult emotions, such as sadness, anger,
or anxiety, rather than suppressing or avoiding them,
and to accept and manage these emotions
constructively (Kramer et al., 2025). This process of
recognizing and accepting emotions not only reduces
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impulsive reactions and avoidant behaviors but also
increases emotional self-awareness, enabling
individuals to tolerate unpleasant thoughts and
feelings and to make conscious, Vvalues-based
choices when faced with stress and life challenges,
rather than becoming trapped in cycles of avoidance.
Numerous empirical studies have shown that EFT
significantly enhances psychological flexibility in
various groups, including parents of children with
special conditions such as ADHD.

The results of mixed repeated measures analysis of
variance showed that Self-Compassion Training was
effective in improving the psychological flexibility
of mothers of children with ADHD. In the process of
Self-Compassion Training, clients learn through
education, mindfulness-based exercises, and
strategies such as compassionate imagery,
compassionate self-talk, acceptance of vulnerability,
and understanding the evolutionary origins of
complex emotions—to approach themselves and
their circumstances with a supportive and empathetic
attitude, rather than blaming themselves or avoiding
their thoughts and emotions (Navab et al., 2019).
These practices increase tolerance for painful
experiences, enhance flexibility in facing negative
thoughts and feelings, and foster the ability to return
to meaningful, value-based behaviors.
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I Psychological flexibility
2. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
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