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Background: Studies suggest the positive effects of reality therapy on mood and emotional
disorders. It teaches people to be aware of their basic needs and emphasizes coping with reality,
responsibility, and evaluation of right and wrong behaviors. However, there is a research gap in the
application of this approach to focusing and controlling their relationships and identifying and
changing cognitive distortions and stress in the research community.

Aims: This study aimed to determine the efficacy of reality therapy on differentiation and distress
tolerance of mothers of intellectually disabled children.

Methods: Based on a quasi-experimental design, pre-test and post-test with a control group, 30
persons of all mothers of children with intellectual disabilities (trainable) in exceptional primary
schools in District 4 of Tehran in the academic year of 2019-20 were chosen as sample using a
convenience non-random sampling method based on inclusion and exclusion criteria and were
randomly assigned to the experimental and control groups. The experimental group participated in
reality therapy intervention sessions, while the control group did not receive any intervention. Data
collection tools were Skorn and Smith questionnaires and Simmons and Gaher's (2005) distress
tolerance scale. Analysis of covariance was used to analyze the data.

Results: There was a significant difference between the two groups in differentiation and distress
tolerance (P<0.0001). A comparison of means in the two groups of intervention and control showed
that reality therapy increased differentiation and decreased distress tolerance.

Conclusion: Based on the obtained results, it can be concluded that reality therapy helps people
acquire successful identity and increase differentiation and distress tolerance of mothers with
disabled children by using techniques such as familiarity with one's responsibilities, helping to accept
and increase responsibility, also reducing the importance of the past in the present behavior, and
emphasizing the inner control.
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Introduction

Studies show that parents of children with intellectual
disabilities are at greater risk for mental health
problems (Sha, 2021); Because the birth of a child
requires newer compromises in the family, but the
birth of a child with an intellectual disability imposes
a lot of stress on parents, especially the mother (Aria
et al., 2019). Mothers in this group, as a vulnerable
group, often face many problems such as difficulty
accepting children with disabilities, fatigue, issues
related to leisure, educational issues, medicine,
rehabilitation, and marital problems (Cetinbakis et al.,
2020), which can gradually jeopardize the mother’s
adaptation. The results of a study show that the birth
of a child with an intellectual disability exposes the
mother to different types of risks that fall into three
categories: structural, intrapersonal, and interpersonal
(Rahimi et al., 2017). Distress tolerance is one of the
intrinsic factors that are important in coping with
difficulties; and is defined as the ability to perceive a
situation without wanting to change it, as well as to
observe thoughts and actions, without trying to
suppress and control those (Moschak et al., 2018).
The results of the research indicate that the tolerance
of distress in mothers with exceptional children is
very low and causes parenting stress and marital
satisfaction in them (Ben-Naim et al., 2018; Zhou et
al., 2019). Also, a low level of tolerance for distress
in life events is associated with a feeling of stress,
distress, or depression (Pérez Ulloa et al., 2019).
Enduring distress by increasing the levels of positive
emotions strengthens self-esteem as a mediating
mechanism leading to positive adaptation and
psychological well-being, and people with higher
psychological well-being are more able to adapt to
problems than those who don’t have this advantage.
By raising the level of distress tolerance, mothers can
resist and overcome the stressors as well as the factors
that cause many psychological problems. Research
has shown that tolerating distress by ensuring and
alleviating factors such as stress and depression
ensures the psychological well-being of the family
(Dos Santos & Reppold, 2014).
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Another intrapersonal factor affecting the mother’s
health in dealing with risks is her level of
differentiation. Differentiation is defined as an
individual’s ability to distinguish between mental and
emotional processes, intimacy, and independence
from others (Magee & Biesanz, 2019). According to
Bowen, all mental and physical illnesses, social
problems, and marital problems are related to their
level of differentiation. Individuals with high levels
of differentiation are able to assess situations
thoughtfully, behave independently, and show fewer
emotional responses. Differentiation helps mothers
with special children to adjust the distance between
family members and establish the right balance
between individuality and intimacy by using normal
family interaction patterns. Studies show that
increasing differentiation leads to the use of effective
strategies and reduces the use of ineffective coping
strategies that are necessary to deal with the stress and
distress caused by having a disabled child. Also,
having high differentiation in the mother leads to
increasing psychological flexibility and reducing the
feeling of entanglement, as well as increasing
solidarity in the family, and as a result, reduces her
distress and depression (Shokri & Mehrinia, 2020).
One of the educational approaches that are used today
in the treatment of mood and emotional disorders, and
can help improve the mental health of parents of
exceptional children, is reality therapy. The inventor
of this approach believes that people in complex
environmental situations reach a point where they
prefer to accept labels instead of accepting
responsibility for the difficult behaviors and choices
around them (Glasser, 1999). Using this approach can
help people stay in control of their relationships and
be able to identify and modify cognitive distortions
and thus control their stress (Oprich et al., 2012). The
results of the research (Ebrahimi & Ebrahimi, 2021,
Gharibpour & Hojati, 2019; Rasoli Jazi & Arefi,
2017; Abdolahi Mehraban et al., 2015; Kim et al.,
2016) reviewed and approved the effectiveness of
reality therapy on mothers or parents in other
exceptional groups.

Most research has been done on mothers with
exceptional children from other groups, and research
deficiencies are felt in mothers with children with
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intellectual disabilities. Given the above, and because
mothers with children with intellectual disabilities are
exposed to various stresses, and also such people have
not learned to satisfy their needs with reality, their
behavior is irresponsible. As a result, it is necessary
to first educate them about their needs, then prepare
them for responsible behaviors. In addition to the
above, the present study can provide an effective step
in the field of mental health of families of this
vulnerable group and a comprehensive understanding
of their special circumstances so that useful measures
and solutions in the field of family training in
education, welfare and mass media may be adapted in
line with this research. Thus, the present study was
conducted to determine the effectiveness of reality
therapy on differentiation and distress tolerance of
mothers of children with intellectual disabilities.

Method

The present study was a quasi-experimental pretest-
posttest with a control group. The statistical
population of the study included all mothers of
children with intellectual disabilities (trainable) in
special schools or primary schools in District 4 of
Tehran in the academic year 2019-20. 30 mothers
were chosen by convenience sampling from two
schools (Shahid Beheshti for boys and Shahid Sayad
Shirazi for girls) through announcing a call from
among 80 mothers of children with intellectual
disabilities (trainable) who had registered and met the
basic criteria for entering the research, and were
matched and randomly placed in two groups (15 in
the intervention and 15 in the control group) based on
age, level of education, and scores obtained in the
questionnaires. Then, the reality therapy intervention
sessions in the experimental group were held weekly
(during 8 sessions of 75-90 minutes), and the control
group did not receive any intervention during this
period and were placed on a waiting list. Data were
collected in two stages pre-test and post-test using the
differentiation of self-inventory questionnaire (Skorn
& Smith, 2003) and the Distress Tolerance Scale
(Simmons & Gaher, 2005). Data analysis was
performed in SPSS software version 23 in two
sections descriptive statistics (frequency percentage,
mean and standard deviation) and inferential statistics
(analysis of covariance (ANOVA)).
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Results

In the present study, the mean and standard deviation
of the ages of participants in the reality-therapy
intervention group was 38.6+6.73, and in the control
group was 5.71+£36.8. Participants in the reality
intervention therapy group had a diploma (66%) and
a secondary school degree (7%) and in the control
group, a diploma (46%) and bachelor’s degree (7%)
had the highest and lowest frequency, respectively.
The mean and standard deviation of pre-test and post-
test scores of differentiation and distress tolerance
variables in the reality intervention group and the
control group are presented in Table 2. The results
show that in the intervention group compared to the
control group, differentiation and distress tolerance in
the post-test stage increased compared to the pre-test
stage.

The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used to evaluate
the normality of differentiation scores and distress
tolerance. The results showed that the Z-characteristic
of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test related to the
normality of the intervention and control groups of
distress tolerance variables showed that the
distribution of scores was normal (P> 0.05) and the
assumption of normality of the data was observed.
Levin test was also used to evaluate the homogeneity
of variances of research variables. The results showed
that the variances for differentiation scores and
distress tolerance were the same (P> 0.05), meaning
that the assumption of similar variances was observed
in the intervention and control groups. The results of
the default homogeneity study of regression slope
showed that F-value for the differentiation variable
was 0.302 and for the distress tolerance variable was
3.920 at the level of P> 0.05, which indicates that the
regression slope was observed.
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Table 1. Descriptive indicators of pre-test and post-test in reality therapy intervention group and control group

Variable Test stage group Mean SD

Pretest RT 143.33 21.95

differentiation Posttest Control 144.27 15.98
Pretest RT 167.00 15.90

Posttest Control 144.13 15.14

Pretest RT 42.07 10.15

. Posttest Control 43.13 7.23
distress tolerance Pretest Ry 50.60 8.467
Posttest Control 42.40 5.40

Table 2. Differentiation regression slope and disturbance tolerance

Source of variation DF Mean squares F Significance
group differentiation 1 5.597 .302 .587
distress tolerance 1 206.378 3.920 .058

After confirmation of statistical hypotheses, analysis
of covariance was used to test the research
hypotheses. The findings of Table 3 show that there
Is a significant difference between the two groups in
differentiation (F(,27)=75.312, P<0.0001) and distress
tolerance (F1,27)=32.723, P<0.0001).

A comparison of means in the intervention (167.33)
and control (143.80) groups in the differentiation
variable and distress tolerance with a mean (50.6) for
the intervention group and a mean (42.40) for the
control group shows that reality therapy causes
increased differentiation with an effect size of 0.736
and distress tolerance with an effect size of 0.548.

Table 3. Summary of the results of analysis of covariance on differentiation and distress tolerance of mothers

Source of variation  Test stage df Mean squares F Significance Effect size
. . Pretest 1 5263 95.50 .0001 .780
Ll LA Posttest 1 4150897 75312 0001 736
distress tolerance Pretest 1 925.395 51.221 .0001 .655
Posttest 1 591.197 32.723 .0001 .548

Conclusion

The present study was done to determine the
effectiveness of reality therapy on the differentiation
and distress tolerance of mothers of children with
intellectual disabilities. The first finding showed that
in the post-test, there was a significant difference
between the scores of the intervention and control
groups in the differentiation of mothers. The results
of the study of the means showed that reality therapy
Is effective in increasing the differentiation of
mothers. The findings are consistent with the results
of previous studies (Gharibpour & Hojati, 2019;
Abdolahi Mehraban et al., 2015) and in line with the
results of the research of Shariatzadeh et al. (2013).
In explaining the result, it can be said that based on
the realistic approach, the treatment of all human
behaviors is an attempt to satisfy one or more basic
needs, which are the need to love and be loved,
freedom, entertainment, power, and survival. This
approach makes behavioral choices possible by trying
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to balance needs. According to the reality therapy
approach, inhibition of a human on their behavior is a
conscious method so that he chooses his general
behavior and is responsible for his own choices. Man
chooses his desires, expectations, thoughts, and
actions in such a way that he can create the best and
most pleasant state in himself (Glasser, 1999). Reality
therapy is based on the idea that “we choose
everything we do in life and that we are responsible
for our choices”, and what is learned is the
responsibility to choose behaviors that meet our basic
needs. In fact, one learns to evaluate oneself “what
one is doing now”, and through this evaluation, one
learns one’s behavior and its natural and logical
consequence in order to show more effective
behaviors for a better result. According to this
approach, one is responsible to be self-reliant and
have psychological and inner support to the extent
that he knows what he wants from life and also
prepares and implements responsible programs to
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satisfy his needs and achieve his goals (Glasser,
1999).

The second finding of the study showed that reality
therapy is effective in increasing the distress tolerance
of mothers with children with intellectual disabilities.
Consistent with the results obtained from the research
of Ebrahimi and Ebrahimi (2021). Since mothers of
children with intellectual disabilities as caregivers
suffer emotional pain due to the constant age
conditions of these children who require new needs
that are abnormal, in the long run, and provoke
problematic reactions. Based on the reality therapy
approach, people choose different types of
unfortunate ailments and feelings such as depression,
distress, or guilt personally for the following reasons:
1- Controlling their anger, 2- Asking for help from
others, 3- Exercising self-control over others, and 4-
Excuses for not wanting to do something more
effective (Duba et al., 2009). On the other hand,
Glasser acknowledges that everyone can feel
empowered, self-confident, self-respecting, and
ultimately tolerant of turmoil when they can
effectively meet their basic needs and believe that
they are the focus of their lives. It is in his own hands,
and he can provide better conditions for himself. The
reality therapy approach also focuses on what
therapists can control in relationships, and argues that
psychological problems are caused by thinking that
one is being controlled by outside forces in the world
and that a person is frustrated and depressed. It also
places its unhappy state on the shoulders of others,
society, or the miserable past and therefore does not
accept responsibility for it (Wubbolding & Brickell,
2004). Reality therapy teaches people that in the face
of difficulties and problems, one should not run away
and blame the problems that have arisen on others,
but one should take responsibility for the problems
that have arisen and use all one’s strength to solve
those problems. This process helps people focus on
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solving problems instead of fighting them, and as a
result, focusing on solving problems also increases
distress tolerance.

One of the limitations of the research was the
limitation of the sample and the population, the
generalizability of the results should be considered as
a precaution. Also, the lack of cooperation of the
participants in the follow-up test was due to the
coincidence of the follow-up test session with the
initial outbreak of corona disease. It is suggested that
studies similar to the present study be performed on
mothers as well as parents of other exceptional
children and that the effectiveness is compared. It is
also suggested that such research be performed on
larger samples, in a long-term process with multiple
follow-ups of several months; so that one can
compare and achieve a general result as well as
generalize the results. According to the results of the
study, it is suggested that expert counselors and
therapists use the reality intervention therapy method
to improve the psychological problems of mothers
with children with disabilities.
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