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Background: Autism spectrum disorder imposes multiple challenges on parents, particularly
mothers. Research indicates that these parents are at risk of parental burnout and social stigma, factors
that may adversely affect their quality of life and family functioning. Hence, applying effective
psychological interventions, especially self-compassion—based approaches, is of great importance.
Aims: This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of self-compassion therapy in reducing
parental burnout and social stigma among mothers of children with autism spectrum disorder.
Methods: The study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest—posttest and a control group.
The statistical population included mothers of children with autism enrolled in elementary autism
schools in Mashhad. Using purposive sampling, 36 mothers were selected and randomly assigned to
experimental (18) and control (18) groups. At the end of the sessions, one participant from the
experimental group was excluded, and data from 35 mothers were analyzed. Research instruments
included the Parental Burnout Questionnaire (Roskam et al., 2018) and the Internalized Stigma
Questionnaire for Mothers of Children with Autism (Rezaei Dehnavi & Hemmati Alamdarloo, 2016).
The experimental group received eight 90-minute sessions of self-compassion therapy (Gilbert,
2009). Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS-21.
Results: The results showed that self-compassion-based therapy led to a significant reduction in
parental burnout and its subscales (exhaustion in one's parental role, contrast with previous parental
self, and emotional distancing from one's children) as well as in perceived social stigma and its
subscales (others’ of beliefs, mother’s of beliefs and avoidance behaviors) in the experimental group
(p< 0.05).

Conclusion: Strengthening self-compassion by reducing self-blame, increasing acceptance of
negative emotions, and promoting self-kindness can improve the mental health of mothers of children
with autism. Therefore, self-compassion therapy can be considered an effective intervention to reduce
psychological pressures in this population.
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Introduction

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurocognitive
condition conceptualized as a "triad of impairments,"
where individuals exhibit difficulties in social
interaction  and  verbal and non-verbal
communication, along with repetitive behaviors
(Botha et al.,, 2020). A child with autism can
significantly impact the mother's mental health
(McAuliffe et al., 2019). Mothers of children with
autism often experience parental burnout syndrome.
The main characteristic of this syndrome is an intense
emotional exhaustion that makes household
responsibilities unmanageable and often leads to
giving up efforts to improve the child’s condition
(Kutuk et al., 2021).

In addition to parental burnout, another common
issue among parents of children with autism is the
feeling of stigma and social shame resulting from
their child’s condition (Hayes & Watson, 2013).
Social stigma refers to the stereotypical beliefs,
societal attitudes, and prejudices held by the general
public toward members of a specific group
(Pescosolido & Martin, 2015). Therefore, given the
increasing prevalence of autism in Iran and the
challenges faced by parents of children with autism,
there is a growing need for psychological
interventions. One such intervention is self-
compassion-based therapy. In essence, self-
compassion refers to the ability to treat oneself with
kindness and support in times of failure and despair
(Ferrari et al., 2019).

Accordingly, considering the multiple psychological
challenges faced by mothers of children with autism,
investigating the effectiveness of self-compassion-
based therapy in reducing parental burnout and
perceived social stigma can be a valuable step toward
their psychological support.

Method

The present study was a quasi-experimental design
with pre-test and post-test and a control group. The
statistical population consisted of all mothers of
children with autism attending elementary-level
autism-specialized schools in the city of Mashhad
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(five schools). Based on standard sample size
determination criteria (o0 = 0.05, test power = 0.80,
effect size = 0.20) and using G*Power software, the
required sample size was calculated as 34 (17 in each
group). Therefore, considering potential dropout, 36
mothers were selected through purposive sampling.
Based on inclusion criteria, out of 93 mothers, 36
were selected and randomly assigned into two groups:
experimental (n=18) and control (n=18). It should be
noted that one mother in the experimental group was
excluded due to missing more than three therapy
sessions; hence, data from 17 mothers were analyzed
in the experimental group.

The research instruments included the Parental
Burnout Assessment (PBA) by Roskam et al. (2018),
and the Internalized Stigma Scale for Mothers of
Children with Autism by Rezaei Dehnavi and
Hemmati Alamdarloo (2015). The self-compassion-
based intervention package by Gilbert (2009) was
conducted over eight 90-minute sessions by the
therapist. The collected data were analyzed using
multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA)
with SPSS-21.

Results

The demographic findings showed that the mean age
of mothers in the experimental group was 39.82, and
in the control group was 42.05. The mean age of
children in the experimental group was 10.47, and in
the control group was 11.83. Most mothers in the
experimental group held a high school diploma
(frequency= 8, 47.1%), and in the control group also,
most held a high school diploma (frequency= 9,
50%). Regarding employment, the majority of
mothers in the experimental group were homemakers
(frequency= 14, 82.4%), and likewise in the control
group (frequency= 12, 66.7%). Descriptive statistics
of research variables are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Descriptive indices of participants’ scores on the research variables

. Experimental Group Control Group
Variable Subscales Phase Mean SD Skewness  Kurtosis Mean SD Skewness  Kurtosis

Exhaustion in one’s Pre-test 36.88  6.13 0.20 187 3394 7.6 0.16 -1.20

parental role Post-test  32.88 5.53 1.08 2.60 34.16 4.69 0.48 -0.52

‘g‘ Contrast with previous Pre-test  23.29 3.54 0.001 -0.59 23.77 3.87 -0.31 -0.53

c parental self Post-test  20.23 4.16 1.16 0.73 23.61 3.71 0.47 0.51

3a Feeling of being fed up Pre-test  19.11 4.88 0.43 -0.38 20.44 3.83 -0.64 0.53

< with one’s parental role Post-test  15.17 3.76 -0.56 -0.27 17.16 5.93 -0.32 -0.95

5 Emotional distancing Pre-test  11.76 2.94 -0.46 0.37 12.27 3.65 -0.04 -1.29

£ from one’s children Post-test 864  3.60 0.06 012 1222 359 0.11 -1.40

Total Pretest 91.05  12.09 1.25 137 9044 848 1.03 0.73

Post-test 7694  8.79 1.94 205 8672 11.20 1.27 2.88

i ol Pretest 5552  8.11 -0.01 129 5538  7.87 0.23 -0.03

= Post-test  50.70  6.30 0.27 023 5722 7.39 -0.79 -0.30

g . S Pre-test 4141  6.42 0.13 090 3772 6.29 -0.84 0.44

g E OHIET'S 0T BElIets Post-test 3364  2.59 0.10 -0.59 4094  7.58 -0.82 1.53

22 . . Pre-test 3623  5.25 -1.03 096 3338  4.61 -0.01 -0.67

3 Avoidance behaviors - pog ot 2970 4.28 017 019 368 572  -0.04 -0.99

& Total Pre-test  133.17 13.01 0.75 127 12650 13.20 0.24 -1.06

Post-test  114.05  5.88 0.08 -154 13505 848 -0.17 157
According to Table 2, the mean scores of parental Additionally, the assumption of homogeneity of
burnout and its subscales, as well as social stigma and variance—covariance matrices, tested through Box’s
its subscales, showed changes in the experimental M, was not statistically significant for the combined
group compared to the control group. To examine variables of parental burnout and perceived social
these differences and provide a more precise stigma (F= 4.23, p= 0.26) and for the subscales of
evaluation, multivariate analysis of covariance parental burnout (F= 0.71, p= 0.70). However, this

(MANCOVA) was employed. Prior to conducting the assumption was statistically significant for the
analysis, the assumptions of MANCOVA were subscales of social stigma (F= 3.42, p= 0.002).

tested. The Kolmogorov—Smirnov test, used to assess Consequently, Wilks’ Lambda was used for testing
the normality of data distribution at both pre-test and MANCOVA in the combined parental burnout and
post-test stages, indicated that the data followed a social stigma variables and in the subscales of
normal distribution (p> 0.05). Furthermore, the parental burnout, whereas Pillai’s Trace was applied
skewness and kurtosis of the study variables, for the subscales of perceived social stigma.
including parental burnout and its subscales and Therefore, given that the assumptions of MANCOVA
perceived social stigma and its subscales, fell within were adequately met, the analysis was conducted.

the acceptable range for skewness (-2 to +2) and
kurtosis (-3 to +3) (George & Mallery, 2016).

Table 2. Result of Mancova

Variable Index Value Hyp. df Error df F p

Subscales of parental burnout Wilks” A 0.55 4 26 5.28 0.003

Subscales of perceived social stigma Pillai’s Trace 0.82 3 28 43.20 0.001

Parental burnout and perceived social stigma Wilks” A 0.19 2 30 63.31 0.001
The results presented in Table 2 show that, after subscales of parental burnout (Wilks’ A= 0.55,
controlling for pre-test scores, there was a statistically F@, 26= 5.28, p= 0.003), and in the subscales of
significant difference between the experimental and perceived social stigma (Pillai’s Trace= 0.82,
control groups in the newly formed linear F(3, 28= 43.20, p< 0.001). The detailed results of
combination of post-test scores of parental burnout participants’ scores on parental burnout and its
and social stigma as dependent variables subscales, as well as social stigma and its subscales,

(Wilks> A= 0.19, F¢, 30= 63.31, p< 0.001), in the are reported separately in Table 3.
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Table 3. Between-group effects test results comparing parental burnout and perceived social stigma

Variable Subscales Source SS df MS F p n2
Exhaustion in one’s parental role Group 42.55 1 42.55 6.35 0.01 0.18

Parental Contrast with previous parental self Group 82.51 1 82.51 6.97 0.01 0.19
burnout Feeling of being fed up with one’s parental role ~ Group 6.41 1 6.41 0.30 0.58 0.01
Emotional distancing from one’s children Group 74.45 1 74.45 5.72 0.02 0.16

Total Group 783.48 1 783.48 15.71 0.001 0.33

Others’ of beliefs Group 501.95 1 501.95 13.65 0.001 031

Perceived Mother’s of beliefs Group 419.77 1 419.77 13.34 0.001 0.30
social stigma Avoidance behaviors Group 340.24 1 340.24 12.80 0.001 0.29
Total Group  4432.20 1 443220 129.67 0.001 0.80

To further compare the two groups regarding parental
burnout and perceived social stigma at different
stages of assessment, the results of between-subject
effects in Table 3 revealed significant differences
between the experimental and control groups in
parental burnout (Fa, sy= 15.71, p= 0.001),
exhaustion in one’s parental role (Fq, 20= 6.35,
p= 0.01), contrast with previous parental self
(F@, 29= 6.97, p= 0.01), emotional distancing from
one’s children (F(, 29= 5.72, p= 0.02), perceived
social stigma (F, 3y= 129.67, p= 0.001), others’ of
beliefs (F(1, 30)= 13.65, p=0.001), mother’s of beliefs
(F@, 30= 13.34, p= 0.001), and avoidance behaviors
(Fa, 30= 12.80, p= 0.001). Accordingly, self-
compassion—based therapy had a significant effect on
parental burnout and its subscales, as well as on social
stigma and its subscales, in the experimental group.

Conclusion

This study was conducted with the aim of evaluating
the effectiveness of self-compassion-based therapy
on parental burnout and perceived social stigma in
mothers of children with autism. The results indicated
that this therapy significantly reduced both variables
among these mothers.

The findings are consistent with the studies by Bayot
et al. (2024) and Jafarian Yessar et al. (2024), which
suggest that self-compassion improves parenting
quality (Jefferson et al., 2020) and facilitates positive
restructuring of thoughts and the development of
effective coping strategies (Sirois et al., 2019;
Nguyen et al., 2024).

Moreover, in this therapy, by emphasizing the
reduction of self-blame and increasing kindness
toward oneself (Vidal & Soldevilla, 2023), mothers
who blamed themselves for their child’s problems
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were able to develop a more compassionate view of
themselves, thereby experiencing less burnout.
Additionally, since mothers of children with autism
may feel that others cannot understand their suffering
(Nicholas et al., 2016), self-compassion therapy, by
strengthening a sense of common humanity (Kirby et
al., 2017) and activating the soothing system, helped
them experience more social connection and less
suffering.

The findings are also in line with studies by Riebel et
al. (2025) and Chan et al. (2020) regarding the
reduction of social stigma. This therapy, by reducing
shame, enhancing self-awareness and compassion,
enabled individuals to better manage their unpleasant
emotions (Aunjitsakul et al., 2024; Dopelt et al.,
2023). Furthermore, increased self-esteem resulting
from this therapy also had a positive impact on
reducing social stigma (Thomason & Moghadam,
2021; Muris & Otgaar, 2023).

Finally, through the experience of unpleasant
emotions in a non-judgmental and compassionate
environment (Schuttte & Malouff, 2025), mothers
learned that suffering is part of the human experience.
With this understanding, their perceived social stigma
was reduced.

The study was limited to participants in Mashhad and
included only mothers. Future research is
recommended with larger and more diverse samples,
including fathers, to enhance generalizability.
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I, stigma
2, self-compassion
3. self-compassion intervention
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