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The present research was conducted to evaluate the effectiveness of parenting
training grounded in a positivist approach on parenting stress and psychological
flexibility among mothers of children with externalized behavioral-emotional
disorder. The current study employed a semi-experimental design featuring pre-test
and post-test assessments, a control group, and a follow-up period of two months.
The statistical population consisted of mothers of children diagnosed with
externalized behavioral-emotional disorder who sought services at the education
counseling center of Isfahan city during the 2022-2023 academic year. To conduct
the present study, 35 mothers were selected through purposive sampling and
randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (18 mothers in the
experimental group and 17 mothers in the control group). The mothers in the
experimental group underwent ten sessions of a positivist approach to addressing
parental stress over a period of ten weeks. The questionnaires utilized in this study
comprised the Children and Adolescents Behavioral Inventory (CABI), the Parenting
Stress Questionnaire (PSQ), and the cognitive flexibility inventory (CFI). The data
from the study were examined using a mixed ANOVA approach conducted with
SPSS-23 statistical software. The results indicated that the positivist approach to
parenting stress significantly influenced both parenting stress (F=63.80; eta=0.66;
p<0.001) and psychological flexibility (F=33.70; eta=0.50; p<0.001) among mothers
of children with externalized behavioral-emotional disorders. According to the
findings of the present study, parenting training grounded in a positivist approach can
serve as an efficient method to reduce parenting stress and enhance behavioral
flexibility among mothers of children with externalized behavioral-emotional
disorders by utilizing techniques such as focusing on the present moment,
minimizing excessive criticism, and promoting accountability.
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Effectiveness of Parenting Training Based on Positivist Approach on Parenting Stress and
Psychological Flexibility of Mothers of Children withExternalized Behavioral-Emotional
Disorder

Extended Abstract

Aim

Behavioral-emotional disorders are highly prevalent and disabling in childhood, imposing significant
burdens on children, families, and educational systems, and increasing the risk of later psychopathology
(Babinski & Waschbusch, 2022). Early identification and intervention are critical, as they strongly
influence academic, occupational, familial, and social outcomes (Qu et al., 2020). While prevalence is
relatively consistent across societies, factors such as age, gender, family structure, and socioeconomic
status affect their manifestation (Richard et al., 2022). These disorders are typically classified into
internalizing and externalizing forms. Internalizing disorders are intrapersonal, characterized by social
withdrawal, inhibition, and depression (Silva et al., 2017), whereas externalizing disorders are
interpersonal, involving aggression, defiance, and rule-breaking, often leading to ADHD, conduct disorder,
and oppositional defiant disorder (Wu et al., 2018; Darawshy & Haj-Yahia, 2018).

Parenting children with externalizing disorders is particularly stressful, with mothers disproportionately
affected. Elevated parenting stress—shaped by perceptions, resources, and competence—disrupts parent—
child interactions and increases anxiety, depression, and aggression, while reducing psychological
flexibility, defined as the ability to act in accordance with values and adapt to situational demands
(Blumenthal, 2023; Huang et al., 2022; Hayes, 2004; Denckla et al., 2018).

Despite this psychosocial burden, few targeted interventions exist. Evidence shows that positive
parenting interventions effectively reduce children’s behavioral and emotional problems and improve
parental well-being, parent—child relationships, self-efficacy, resilience, and children’s adjustment (Azimi
et al., 2022; Hajkhodadadi et al., 2021; Cumming et al., 2022; Widyawati et al., 2021). However, this
approach has not been systematically examined among mothers of children with externalizing behavioral—
emotional disorders. Given the psychological strain on mothers and the focus of prior research on children
rather than parents in Iran, a clear empirical gap remains. Accordingly, the present study aims to examine
the effectiveness of positive-oriented parenting training in reducing parenting stress and enhancing
psychological flexibility among these mothers.

Methodology

This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group and a two-
month follow-up. The population consisted of mothers of children with externalizing behavioral-emotional
disorders referred to the Counseling and Psychological Services Center of Education District 6 in Isfahan
during 2022-2023. A total of 35 mothers participated in the study. Participants were randomly assigned to
experimental (n=18) and control (n=17) groups. The experimental group received ten 90-minute weekly
sessions of Positive Parenting Training. The intervention followed the Positive Parenting Training Protocol
developed and validated by Karimzadeh et al. (2021), consisting of ten structured weekly sessions focusing
on positive parent—child interaction, behavioral management, and emotional regulation.

Three standardized instruments were administered to assess the study variables, including the Child and
Adolescent Behavior Inventory (CABI; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001), the Parenting Stress Questionnaire
(PSQ; Abidin, 1990), and the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (CFI; Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010). Ethical
standards were observed, and data were analyzed in SPSS-23 using mixed ANOVA with Bonferroni post
hoc tests after confirming normality, homogeneity, and sphericity assumptions.

Findings

The mean age of children in the experimental and control groups was 10.25 and 9.70 years, respectively,

and the mean age of mothers was 32.25 and 33.55 years. Most participants had a high school diploma,

comprising 11 mothers (61.11%) in the experimental group and 12 mothers (58.70%) in the control group.
Table 1 presents the mean and standard deviation of parenting stress and psychological flexibility across

the three assessment stages for both groups, shows decreased parenting stress and increased psychological

flexibility in the experimental group.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of parenting stress and psychological flexibility

Variable Group Pretest (M £ SD)  Posttest (M = SD)  Follow-up (M £ SD)
Parenting Stress Experimental 96.11 +£12.52 87.47 £16.16 88.35 £ 15.46
Control 97.38 £10.91 98.55+11.29 98.55+11.07
Psychological Flexibility Experimental 70.82 +13.82 90.64 +21.63 87.88 £20.56
Control 72.66 + 14.62 74.72 £16.26 73.94 +£16.07

All parametric assumptions were verified before conducting the mixed ANOVA. The Shapiro—Wilk test
confirmed normality, Levene’s test indicated homogeneity of variances, and Mauchly’s test confirmed
sphericity (p > 0.05); independent t-tests showed no significant pretest differences between groups.

Table 2. Summary of mixed ANOVA results

Variable Source F P n?
Time 36.17 <0.001 0.52
Parenting Stress Group 30.30 <0.001 0.43
Time x Group 63.80 <0.001 0.66
Time 4942 <0.001 0.60
Psychological Flexibility Group 2723 <0.001 041

Time x Group 33.97 <0.001 0.50

Mixed ANOVA results (Table 2) revealed significant time, group, and interaction effects on both
parenting stress and psychological flexibility, explaining 52-66% and 41-60% of the variance,
respectively. The full statistical power (1.00) confirmed adequate sample size and result reliability.

Table 3. Pairwise comparisons of mean scores

Variable Comparison ~ Mean Difference P
Parenting Stress Pre—Post 3.74 0.001
g Pre—Follow-up 3.30 0.001
Pre—Post 10.94 0.001
Psychological Flexibili
sychological Flexibility . - koliow-up 9.16 0.001

Bonferroni post hoc results (Table 3) showed significant differences between pretest—posttest and
pretest—follow-up scores for both parenting stress and psychological flexibility (p < 0.001). This indicates
that the positive parenting training led to significant improvements in these variables after the intervention.
However, no significant differences were found between posttest and follow-up scores, suggesting that the
positive effects of the training were maintained during the follow-up period

Conclusion

This study examined the effectiveness of positive parenting training on parenting stress and psychological
flexibility among mothers of children with externalizing behavioral-emotional disorders. The findings
demonstrated that the intervention significantly reduced parenting stress and improved psychological
flexibility These results align with prior research showing that positive parenting enhances children’s
behavioral and social competence, and strengthens parental emotional resilience and self-efficacy
(Cumming et al., 2022; Svendsen et al., 2020; Karimzadeh et al., 2021). Other studies have also shown that
such training promotes self-control, self-esteem, and reduces attention deficits and hyperactivity in children
(Joulaeiha et al., 2021; Sheikhi Velashani & Javadzadeh Shahshahani, 2020).

The observed reduction in parenting stress can be attributed to mothers’ improved understanding of
secure relationships, developmental principles, and positive, nonviolent interactions (Domoff & Niec,
2018). By fostering constructive communication and consistent discipline, the program interrupts negative
behavioral cycles and enhances children’s self-regulation. Its two-phase structure first reduces disruptive
behaviors, then reinforces relationship quality, emotional regulation, and coping with frustration (Wallace
etal., 2018).
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Increased functional flexibility among mothers further supports prior evidence linking positive
parenting to resilience, happiness, and improved parent—child interactions (Hajkhodadadi et al., 2021;
Rezaei et al., 2017; Widyawati et al., 2021). By breaking the cycle of stress and maladaptive responses, the
program promotes emotional stability and adaptive problem-solving.

The research was limited to mothers of children with externalizing behavioral-emotional disorders from
a single counseling center in Isfahan. Some uncontrolled variables such as mothers’ family status, financial
situation, number of children, and social position, as well as the nonrandom sampling method due to the
specific nature of the population, restrict the generalizability of the findings. To strengthen external
validity, future studies are recommended to be conducted in other cities, regions, and cultural contexts,
involving additional groups such as mothers of children with internalizing behavioral disorders or
intellectual developmental disorders, while controlling these variables and using random sampling.
Considering the effectiveness of positive parenting training in reducing parenting stress and improving
mothers’ functional flexibility, it is also suggested that this program be implemented as specialized
workshops for school counselors, educational psychologists, and therapists in counseling centers to apply
this approach in supporting mothers of children with behavioral-emotional disorders.

Keywords: Externalized Behavioral-Emotional Disorder, Parenting Stress, Parenting Training Based on
Positivist Approach, Psychological Flexibility
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