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The purpose of the current study was to examine the impact of cognitive behavioral
therapy on ineffective attitudes and psychological distress of mothers of of children
with special needs. The research method was quasi-experimental, pre-test-post-test,
and follow-up with a control group. The statistical population of the research
comprised all mothers with intellectually disabled children who were enrolled in
exceptional schools in Arak city in 2022. The G-Power software was used to select
the sample. It conducted available sampling among mentally retarded schools in
Arak city. Subsequently, 32 mothers of these children were selected through
purposive sampling and randomly assigned to two groups. Initially, the Weizman and
Beck’s Dysfunctional Attitudes Questionnaire (DAS) and the Besharat’s Mental
Health Questionnaire (MHI) were administered to both groups to assess
psychological helplessness. The experimental group was subsequently trained for
nine 90-minute sessions in accordance with Wildermut’s cognitive behavioral
protocol, while the control group received no intervention. Ultimately, both groups
completed the research questionnaires once more, and a follow-up meeting was
conducted one month later. The research data were analyzed through multivariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) and SPSS-26. Cognitive behavioral therapy has
resulted in a substantial decrease in psychological distress and ineffective attitudes
among mothers of mentally retarded children in comparison to the control group,
according to the research findings. Therefore, this approach has the potential to
enhance the mental well-being of mothers, regulate their attitudes, and enhance their
resilience to psychological stressors.
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The Effectiveness of Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy on Dysfunctional Attitudes and
Psychological Distress of Mothers of Children with Special Needs

Extended Abstract
Aim

Intellectual disability is a lifelong condition characterized by below-average intellectual and adaptive
functioning and diagnosed before the age of 18 (Momeni et al., 2022). Caring for children with special needs,
particularly those with intellectual disabilities, places considerable psychological and emotional demands on
mothers. Because mothers are more involved in the daily care of their children, they may devote themselves to
their child to the extent that they neglect their own psychological and physical well-being. Concerns about how

others perceive and interact with their child may further increase their stress and contribute to lower
psychological well-being and various psychological difficulties (Bagheri Zadeh Kaveri et al., 2022).

Mothers of children with intellectual disabilities may become excessively preoccupied with dysfunctional
thoughts concerning their child's past and future. Focusing on the causes of the child's disability and worrying
about future educational, occupational, and family difficulties may reinforce anxiety and dysfunctional attitudes.
Dysfunctional attitudes are rigid and exaggerated beliefs about oneself and the world that contribute to negative
evaluations and maladaptive emotional and behavioral responses (Faraghi Dastjerd et al., 2020; Goldsmith et al.,
2009). Another psychological difficulty associated with parents of children with disabilities is psychological
distrss, which may occur more frequently in these families than in others (Stephanny et al., 2024). Psychological
distress involves negative psychological experiences and views of oneself, others, and the environment and may
be manifested through anxiety, distress, sadness, and ineffective responses to stressful situations (Ugaldea et al.,
2017). Although the child's condition may be unchangeable, mothers' responses to related stressors can be
modified.

Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) is based on the premise that cognitive processes influence emotional and
behavioral responses. By modifying dysfunctional thoughts and beliefs, CBT may help mothers develop more
adaptive responses to present challenges and reduce negative emotional reactions. Previous studies have reported
the effectiveness of CBT and related approaches in reducing dysfunctional attitudes and psychological distress
(Dyehimi et al., 2019; Shadani & Ghorban-Shiroudi, 2019; Ostadi et al., 2014; Zohoorparvandeh, 2018).
However, previous research has largely examined these variables among couples seeking divorce or marriage
and individuals with specific psychological or medical conditions. Thus, limited research has specifically
addressed the effects of CBT on dysfunctional attitudes and psychological distress among mothers of children
with intellectual disabilities. Given the importance of mothers' psychological well-being for family functioning
and the development of children with special needs, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of
cognitive-behavioral therapy on dysfunctional attitudes and psychological distress among mothers of children
with special needs (Intellectual disability).

Methodology

This quasi-experimental study used a pretest—posttest, one-month follow-up design with a control group. The
study population comprised mothers of children with intellectual disabilities attending special education schools
in Arak in 2022. Based on the study objectives, schools were selected through convenience sampling, and 32
mothers of girls with intellectual disabilities aged 6—16 years who attended Fakhar Special Elementary School
were purposively selected from those with higher scores on the study measures. They were randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups (16 per group). Two participants discontinued the intervention; therefore, 30
participants remained in the study. Inclusion criteria were a minimum educational level of middle school, having
a child with an intellectual disability aged 6—16 years, no concurrent participation in psychological interventions,
and willingness to participate. Exclusion criteria included absence from more than two sessions, failure to
complete assignments, and noncooperation.

Data were collected using the 26-item Dysfunctional Attitudes Scale (DAS), developed by Weissman and
Beck (1978), and the 28-item Mental Health Inventory (MHI-28), developed and validated for an Iranian
population by Besharat (2009). The psychological distress subscale of the MHI-28 was used to assess
psychological distress. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were 0.83 for the DAS and 0.80 for
the MHI-28.
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After the pretest, the experimental group received nine 90-minute sessions of group cognitive-behavioral
therapy based on Wildermuth’s (2008) protocol and adapted from previous research. The sessions focused on
identifying and modifying dysfunctional thoughts, cognitive restructuring, behavioral patterns, assertiveness,
impulse control, mood enhancement, stress management, problem-solving, relaxation, and self-esteem.
Homework assignments were provided and reviewed in subsequent sessions. The control group received no
intervention during this period but was provided with the necessary psychological services after the study. A
posttest was administered to both groups after the intervention, followed by a one-month follow-up assessment.

Descriptive statistics, multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA), and repeated-measures analysis of
variance were used to analyze the data. All statistical analyses were performed using SPSS version 26.

Findings

Initially, 32 mothers participated in the study; following the withdrawal of two participants, data from 30
mothers were analyzed. In the experimental group, the mean score of dysfunctional attitudes decreased from
106.80 at pretest to 56.07 at posttest and 61.87 at the one-month follow-up. The corresponding mean scores in
the control group were 107.53, 111.40, and 110.93, respectively. For psychological distress, the experimental
group showed a decrease from a pretest mean of 52.67 to 23.67 at posttest, followed by an increase to 28.73 at
follow-up. In the control group, the corresponding means were 47.00, 47.60, and 48.73, respectively (Table 1).

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Dysfunctional Attitudes and Psychological Distress at Pretest, Posttest, and Follow-up

Variable Group Pretest M (SD) Posttest M (SD) Follow-up M (SD)
. . Experimental 106.80 (26.43)  56.07 (23.56) 61.87 (21.37)
Dysfunctional Attitudes
Control 107.53 (18.10)  111.40 (15.36) 110.93 (16.62)
. . Experimental 52.67 (7.10) 23.67 (3.98) 28.73 (4.67)
Psychological Distress
Control 47.00 (12.64) 47.60 (9.67) 48.73 (10.99)

Before conducting MANCOVA, the assumptions of multivariate normality, homogeneity of variance—
covariance matrices, homogeneity of variances, homogeneity of regression slopes, and the absence of
multivariate outliers were examined and considered acceptable. MANCOVA showed a significant multivariate
effect of group after controlling for pretest scores (Wilks” A = .98, F (4, 21) =234.15, p =.001, n* = .98).

Univariate ANCOVAs indicated significant group effects on both dysfunctional attitudes, F (1, 24) =411.77,
p =.001, n? = .94, and psychological distress, F (1, 24) =395.08, p =.001, n* = .94 (Table 2).

Table 2. Results of ANCOVA for the Effects of Group on Dysfunctional Attitudes and Psychological Distress
Dependent Variable Effect F (1,24) p n?
Pretest 137.28  .001 .85
Group 411.77  .001 .94
Pretest 52.96 .001 .69
Group 395.08  .001 .94

Dysfunctional Attitudes

Psychological Distress

Repeated-measures analyses revealed significant changes across the three measurement stages in the
experimental group for dysfunctional attitudes, F (2, 28) = 154.70, p = .001, n?> = .91, and psychological distress,
F (2, 28) =296.40, p = .001, n? = .95. No significant changes across measurement stages were observed in the
control group for dysfunctional attitudes, F (2, 28) = 1.83, p = .18, n? = .15, or psychological distress, F (2, 28) =
237, p=.11,1*=.14.

Bonferroni pairwise comparisons showed a significant difference between pretest and follow-up for both
dysfunctional attitudes (mean difference = 44.93, p = .001) and psychological distress (mean difference = 23.93,
p = .001). The difference between posttest and follow-up was not significant for dysfunctional attitudes (mean
difference = —5.80, p = .06). However, for psychological distress, the reported posttest-to-follow-up difference
was significant (mean difference = —5.06, p = .001). Thus, cognitive-behavioral therapy was effective in
reducing dysfunctional attitudes and psychological distress, although psychological distress increased
significantly from posttest to the one-month follow-up while remaining substantially lower than the pretest level.

Conclusion

The findings showed that cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) significantly reduced dysfunctional attitudes
and psychological distress among mothers of children with intellectual disabilities compared with the control
group. These results are consistent with previous studies (Kalkan & Ersanli, 2009; Kaviani et al., 2014; Sankar et
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al., 2015). These improvements may be attributed to CBT techniques that help mothers identify and modify
cognitive distortions, develop more adaptive interpretations of stressful situations, and strengthen problem-
solving and assertiveness skills. These skills may reduce self-blame and negative thinking, improve coping, and
alleviate psychological distress (Younesi et al., 2024; Barari Baziarkhili et al., 2021; Tork & Sajjadian, 2020).

Follow-up results showed that the reduction in dysfunctional attitudes was maintained at one month, with no
significant difference between posttest and follow-up scores. However, psychological distress increased
significantly during this period, although it remained substantially below the pretest level. This suggests that
some treatment effects, particularly those related to psychological distress, may require continued support or
reinforcement.

Several limitations should be considered. The small sample drawn from a single city limits the
generalizability of the findings. Moreover, only mothers participated, the follow-up period was limited to one
month, and reliance on self-report measures may have introduced response bias. Future research should include
larger and more diverse samples, examine outcomes among other family members, extend follow-up periods, use
complementary assessment methods, and compare CBT with other psychological interventions.

Overall, CBT appears to be a potentially useful intervention for reducing dysfunctional attitudes and
psychological distress among mothers of children with intellectual disabilities. However, the increase in
psychological distress at follow-up highlights the importance of evaluating longer-term outcomes and
considering strategies to maintain treatment benefits.
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