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This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of parent-child interaction therapy
(PCIT) on mother-child relationship and parenting stress in mothers of children with
high functioning autism spectrum disorder was conducted in a single-case
experimental design of non-concurrent multiple baseline designs type. The
population of this study included all mothers of children with autism spectrum
disorder with high functioning referring to "Khuzestan Province Autism Support
Association"in 2022 year. Among these mothers, four mothers were selected using
purposive-volunteer sampling method and based on the include and exclude criteria
for the study. To collect data of was used Parenting Stress Index-Short form fourth-
Edition (PSI-4-SF) and Child-Parent Relationship Scale (CPRS). Four volunteer
mothers under McNeil & Hembree-Kigin parent-child interaction therapy for twelve
sixty-minute sessions, once a week, and 1-month, 45-day, and 90-day follow-ups
were also performed on the volunteers. Data were analyzed using SPSS-22 and
Excel Programs and based on the formula using visual analysis methods (drawing a
graph), the index of constant change, the percentage of improvement formula, and
normative comparison. The findings showed that these mothers have improved in
the mother-child relationship (34.92%) and parenting stress (26.14%) variables
Also, data analysis using a normative comparison showed that the participating
mothers were not distinguishable from normal mothers after treatment. Parent-child
interactive therapy improved the relationship between mothers and their children
and reduced stress of mothers of children with high function autism spectrum
disorder.
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The effectiveness of Parent-Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT) on Mother-Child
Relationship and Parenting Stress in Mothers of Children with High Functioning
Autism Spectrum Disorder: A Single Case Study

Extended Abstract
Introduction

Autism spectrum disorders, including high-functioning autism, are neurodevelopmental disorders
that have a great impact on the family system, and are characterized by impaired social relationships,
limited and repetitive behaviors, and repetitive interests (American Psychiatric Association, 2022).
Compared to their peers, these children play different games, show restrictive/repetitive or stereotyped
behaviors, often line up objects, repeat some actions over and over again, cannot adapt to new rules in
a game, and in strengthening and maintaining relationships also exposures with challenges (Rudy,
2021). Children with high-activity autism spectrum disorder usually have language and cognitive
abilities, but experience social problems and sensory and motor issues (Woods et al., 2013).

One of the basic problems observed in children with autism spectrum disorder is the parent-child
relationship problem, which includes behaviors, feelings and expectations between parents and
children (Linwood, 2006). These children's communication deficits may reduce language
development, social interactions, and other environmental learning. Research results show that the
communication challenges of these children are related to the quantity, quality and duration of parent-
child interactions (Splett et al., 2019). Mothers experience high levels of anxiety and insecurity about
their child's future from the moment their child receives an autism diagnosis (Howell et al., 2015).

On the other hand, the presence of a child with autism spectrum disorder in the family causes
stress and tension in parenting (Abidin, 1995). In this case, the mother who has the most interaction
and communication with the autistic child experiences more tension and stress, and the factors that
cause this tension and parenting stress are factors such as; difficulty in accepting a child, fatigue
caused by nursing and constant care of a child, and worry about the child's future (Petcharat & Liehr,
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2017). In a study has been shown that mothers of autistic children have a higher degree of mental
pressure or tension (Ren et al., 2020).

Early intervention for these children can lead to significant improvements in cognitive ability
(Rodgers et al., 2020) and reduction in autism symptoms (Bordini et al., 2020), parent-child
interaction therapy has been shown to be effective (McNeil et al., 2019). However, the main purpose
of this research was the effectiveness of the parent-child interactive program on the mother-child
relationship and parenting stress of mothers of children with high-activity autism spectrum disorder.

Method

The current study was a single-case experimental study with a non-concurrent multiple baseline
design. Four mothers (total 17 mothers) among the mothers of children with high functioning autism
spectrum disorder referring to "Khuzestan Province Autism Support Association” in 2022 year based
on include and exclude criteria for the research were selected using purposefully-voluntarily sampling
method. In the next stage, four mothers individually participated in 12 sessions PCIT of 60 minutes
and one session per week. Also, mothers were assessed in the sixth, ninth, and twelfth sessions in
dependent variables. After the completion of the treatment, 1 month, 45 days and 90 days follow-up
were applied to all the mothers. In addition, samples of 50 mothers of healthy children between the
ages of 3 and 7 years from two districts of Ahvaz city were selected voluntarily for a normative
comparison.

Parenting Stress Index-Short form Edition (PSI-4-SF). This Index was developed by Abidin
(2012), has 36 items and three subscales (parenting distress, dysfunctional parent-child interaction,
and difficult child). In two studies, the Cronbach's alpha reliability and validity coefficients of this
index are acceptable (Abidin, 2012; Fadaei et al. (2011). In current research, alpha coefficients of the
subscales of this index were obtained from 0.87 to 0.92 on 50 mothers.

Child-Parent Relationship Scale (CPRS). This Scale was first designed by Pianta (1992, cited in
Titze et al., 2014), and consists of three subscales: closeness (10 items), dependence (6 items) and
conflict (17 items). In different studies, the alpha coefficients of scale are acceptable (Abareshi et al.,
2009; Driscoll, & Pianta, 2011; Akbarizadeh et al., 2020). In this research, alpha coefficients of the
subscales were obtained from 0.71 to 0.85 on 50 mothers.

Introducing the intervention

The parent-child interactive therapy-educational interventions are based on the Iberg therapy
(McNeil & Hembree-Kigin, 2010), that includes twelve sessions once a week and for sixty minutes by
the first and second authors at the Behdad Center (Association for the Support of People with Autism
spectrum Disorders of Khuzestan province) was conducted in Ahvaz city.

Statistical analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS-22 and Excel software’s and according to formulate to methods
such as visual analysis, reliable change index (RCI), recovery rate formula, and normative comparison
(Ingram et al., 2000).

Results

Table 1. The scores of the mother-child relationship variable in mothers of children with autism spectrum
disorder with high functioning in base-line, treatment and follow-up stages

Subjects

Base line first second third fourth

subjects subject subject subject
one 78 80 75 74
two 76 81 72 73
three 78 86 79 75
four 81 85 74 72
five - 86 78 74
Six - - 79 72
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seven - - - 75
base-line mean 78.25 83.6 76.16 73.57
Treatment

the sixth meeting 98 108 103 89
the ninth meeting 102 115 109 95
the twelfth session 107 120 118 98
treatment stages mean 102.34 114.33 110 94
reliable change index 5.13 6.55 5.62 4.35
improvement percentage 30.78% %36.75 %44.41 %27.76
overall improvement percentage %34.92

follow-up

first follow-up 109 121 118 97
second follow-up 108 125 120 98
third follow-up 107 129 123 99
follow-up stages mean 108 125 /YY120 98
reliable change index 6.34 8.82 9.41 5.20
improvement percentage after follow - up %38.01 %49.52 %57.97 %33.20
overall improvement percentage mean after 04,44.67

follow-up

The findings of this study concerning “mother-child relationships” variable showed that
the mean baseline score was 78.25 for the first mother, 83.6 for the second couple, 76.16 for
the third mother, and 73.57 for the fourth couple, while the mean posttest scores increased to
102.34, 114.33.110, and 94 for the first, second, third, and fourth mothers, respectively. At
the follow-up stage, the mean scores were increased by 38.01%, 49.2%, 57.97%, and 33.20%
for the first, second, third, and fourth mothers, respectively. In the follow-up stage, the
differences were significant (>25%) for the four mothers
The RCI values after intervention and at the follow-up stage were obtained 5.13 and 6.34 for
the first mother, 6.55 and 8.82 for the second mother, 5.62 and 9.41 for the third mother, and
4.35 and 5.20 for fourth mother, respectively. This change in this index was significant in the
four mothers (Z = 2.58, P < 0.01). These findings indicated that the parent-child interactive
therapy-educational intervention has an important effect on recovery mother-child interaction
compared to the baseline scores.

Table 2. The scores of the parenting stress variable in mothers of children with autism spectrum disorder with
high functioning in base-line, treatment and follow-up stages

Subjects

Base line first second third fourth

subjects subject subject subject
one 125 132 134 110
two 124 132 133 114
three 126 137 131 110
four 124 135 132 108
five - 134 132 108
six - - 128 110
seven - - - 113
base-line mean 124.75 134 131.66 110.42
Treatment
the sixth meeting 108 109 101 92
the ninth meeting 98 92 91 83
the twelfth session 85 89 84 80
treatment stages mean 95.33 96.67 92 85
reliable change index 9.30 10.69 11.36 7.28
improvement percentage %23.58 %27.85 %30.12 %23.02
overall improvement percentage 26.14%
follow-up




first follow-up 89 87 84 82
second follow-up 88 89 83 83
third follow-up 90 84 81 81
follow-up stage mean 89 86.66 82.67 82
reliable change index 10.24 13.56 14.03 8.14
improvement percentage after follow - up %.28.65 %35.32 %37.20 %25.73
overall improvement percentage mean after 31.72%

follow-up

The mean score for “parenting stress” at baseline was obtained 124.75, 134, 131.66, and
110.42 for the first, second, third, and fourth mothers, respectively. This score decreased to
95.33 in the first, 96.67 in the second, 92 in the third, and 85 in the fourth mothers after
intervention. In the follow-up stage, it was 89, 86.66, 82.67, and 82 for the first, second, third,
and fourth mothers, respectively, indicating more decrease in comparison with the baseline
and posttest scores. The decrease in parenting stress after intervention and at the follow-up
stage were 23.58% and 28.65% for the first mother, 27.85% and 35.32% for the second
mother, 30.12% and 37.20% for the third mother, and 23.02% and 25.73% for the fourth
mother, respectively.

The mean posttest RCI values of the first, second, third, and fourth mothers were 8.30,
10.69, 11.36, and 7.28, respectively. These changes were significant for all mothers after
intervention and at the follow-up stage (Z = 2.58, P < 0.01), indicating that the significant
effect of the parent-child interactive therapy-educational intervention, where its effect was
higher on the third mother and lower on the fourth mother.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of parent-child interactional therapy on
improving mother-child relationship and reducing parental stress in mothers of children with autism
spectrum disorder. The results indicated that the treatment improved the relationship between mothers-
child (Allen et al., 2022; Parlade et al., 2020) and also decreasing the stress of mothers of autistic
children with (Chan et al., 2022; Ni’matuzahroh et al., 2021). The results of this study are very
important from both clinical and theoretical perspectives .from the clinical point of view. The results
showed that parent-child interactional therapy with other treatments of this spectrum is very effective
and useful for families with autism spectrum disorder children. And from the theoretical point of view,
the results of this paper can step in the direction of this research field along with other studies findings.

In explaining the hypothesis, we can say that the child interaction therapy is based on the
assumption that improving the parent-child interaction leads to improving the performance of the
family and child system. Thus, the first stage of therapy, i.e., child-oriented interaction, strengthens the
mother-child relationship and increases child positive behaviors (McNeil et al., 2019),which improved
mother-child relationship. On the other hand, the second stage of treatment, for different reasons, led
to a decrease in the mothers stress. first, during this phase, mothers taught the skills to reduce negative
and negative behaviors (for example, mothers of autistic children with high arousal, learned that their
mothers give effective responses (direct, positive, clear, appropriate to age and polite); regulation of
child obedience and correct use of deprivation in case of child disobedience); regulation of home rules
and how to interact with children. second, because of continuous practice of skills used in the first
stage of treatment (child-circuit interaction) both in the treatment sessions and at the time of
homework, the mother-child relationship improved, which also led to reduced maternal stress (McNeil
etal., 2019).

The main limitation of this research was the lack of participant’s non-coincidence that the
reliability of the findings was difficult. Another limitation is that mother-child interactional therapy is
governed by a particular type of space and equipment .the therapist usually visits a room and trains
through a single-sided mirror and use of an audio device in the ear while the family interacts with the
adjacent room. However, due to the lack of access to these facilities, it is suggested that in future
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research the selection of the sample is done randomly and this treatment method is performed with the
equipment that is required. According to the results of this study, it is suggested that parent-child
interaction therapy along with other educational methods for parents of children with autism spectrum
disorder is also applied and implemented. The findings of this study can also be used in counseling
and treatment centers to reduce stress and improve mother-child relationship.

Keywords: Autism Spectrum Disorder with High-Functioning, Mother-Child Relationship Parenting
Stress, Parent-Child Interactive Therapy

Ethical Considerations

All ethical principles are considered in this article. The participants were informed about
the purpose of the research and its implementation stages; they were also assured about the
confidentiality of their information.
This study was extracted from the PhD. thesis of the second author, Department of
Counseling, Faculty of Education and Psychology, Shahid Chamran University in the form of
research grant [SCU.EM1401.421] and with the code of ethics EE/1401.2.24.183158/scu.ac.ir
approved by the ethics committee is Shahid Chamran University of Ahvaz.

Funding
This article has not used the financial support of any institution or organization.

Conlflicts of interest
The corresponding author declared no conflict of interest.

Acknowledgements
The authors thank all the participants, mothers of autistic children and respected officials
of the Autism Support Association of Khuzestan province.



