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Abstract

The present study aimed to develop and validate a mindfulness-based resilience
training package and examine its effectiveness in reducing psychological stress
among mothers of children with intellectual disabilities. This study employed an
exploratory sequential mixed-method design. In the qualitative phase, a meta-
synthesis approach, thematic analysis, and semi-structured interviews with 11
mothers of children with intellectual disabilities were conducted to identify the core
components of the intervention and develop a 12-session training package. Content
validity was assessed and confirmed by a panel of 10 experts in psychology, special
education, and mindfulness-based interventions. In the quantitative phase, a quasi-
experimental design with pretest, posttest, control group, and three-month follow-up
was implemented. Thirty mothers were selected through purposive sampling and
randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (15 participants in each
group). Data were collected using the Perceived Stress Scale developed by Cohen et
al. and analyzed through repeated-measures analysis of variance. Repeated-measures
ANOVA revealed significant effects of group (F = 14.23, p < .001, n? = .345), time
(F =20.78, p < .001, n* = .426), and the interaction between time and group (F =
12.81, p <.001, n> = .314) on psychological stress. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons
indicated that the experimental group demonstrated significantly lower stress scores
than the control group at both posttest and follow-up assessments (p <.001). Pairwise
comparisons further showed significant reductions in stress from pretest to posttest
and follow-up within the experimental group, whereas no significant changes were
observed in the control group. The maintenance of gains at follow-up supported the
durability of the intervention effects. The findings support the validity and
effectiveness of the mindfulness-based resilience training package in reducing
psychological stress among mothers of children with intellectual disabilities. The
sustained improvements observed at follow-up suggest that the intervention not only
produces immediate benefits but also contributes to long-term psychological
adaptation and well-being. Therefore, implementing this program in special
education schools, rehabilitation centers, and psychological counseling services may
enhance family mental health and improve quality of life for both mothers and their
children.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The birth and upbringing of a child with intellectual disability represents a major challenge for families and
often affects multiple aspects of family functioning. Among family members, mothers typically assume the
primary caregiving role and therefore experience a disproportionate burden of responsibility. The continuous
demands associated with caregiving, educational support, rehabilitation services, social stigma, financial
pressures, and concerns regarding the child’s future frequently place mothers at heightened risk for
psychological distress and chronic stress (Christopher et al., 2024; Wakimizu et al., 2018). Research has
consistently shown that mothers of children with intellectual and developmental disabilities report higher levels
of stress, emotional burden, anxiety, and psychological difficulties than mothers of typically developing
children (Jahng, 2020; Sittironnarit et al., 2020).

Parental stress in these families is not merely an individual problem but also affects family functioning,
parenting quality, and child development. Elevated parental stress has been associated with poorer parent-child
interactions, reduced psychological well-being, and diminished quality of life among caregivers (Barak-Levya
& Atzaba-Poriab, 2020; Derguy et al., 2018). Furthermore, the social impairments and adaptive difficulties
of children with intellectual and developmental disabilities can directly influence parental well-being and
family adjustment (Cappe et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2018). Consequently, identifying effective interventions
that enhance caregivers’ coping resources and psychological resilience has become a priority in both research
and clinical practice.
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Resilience has emerged as one of the most important protective constructs in the study of adaptation to
adversity. Resilience refers to the capacity to maintain or regain psychological well-being in the face of
significant stressors and life challenges (Richardson, 2002). According to Masten, resilience represents
“ordinary magic,” reflecting adaptive systems that enable individuals to cope successfully with adversity
(Masten, 2014a, 2014b). In the context of parenting a child with intellectual disability, resilience helps
caregivers manage chronic stress, maintain hope, and sustain effective functioning despite ongoing challenges.
Previous studies have demonstrated that resilience-based interventions can significantly improve
psychological outcomes among parents of children with disabilities (Sharifian et al., 2024).

Another promising approach for enhancing psychological adjustment is mindfulness. Mindfulness refers to
intentionally paying attention to present-moment experiences with openness, acceptance, and nonjudgmental
awareness (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, 2013). Mindfulness-based interventions encourage individuals to observe
thoughts, emotions, and bodily sensations without reacting automatically to them. Through this process,
individuals develop greater emotional regulation, cognitive flexibility, and psychological acceptance (Segal et
al., 2002; Shapiro et al., 2006). Evidence suggests that mindfulness-based programs effectively reduce stress
and improve mental health outcomes among caregivers and populations exposed to chronic stressors (Bauer
et al., 2019; Guo et al., 2020).

The mechanisms through which mindfulness reduces stress can be explained by contemporary theories of
emotion regulation and stress appraisal. Mindfulness enhances awareness of internal experiences while
reducing maladaptive cognitive processes such as rumination, catastrophic thinking, and experiential
avoidance (Gross, 2015). By changing the way individuals relate to stressful experiences, mindfulness can
alter cognitive appraisals and improve coping responses. These mechanisms are particularly relevant for
mothers of children with intellectual disabilities, who frequently encounter persistent caregiving-related
stressors.

Several studies have highlighted the importance of social support, meaning-making, hope, and adaptive coping
in promoting resilience among caregivers. Social support has been linked to post-traumatic growth and
improved psychological adjustment among mothers of children with developmental disabilities (Alon, 2019).
Similarly, spiritual well-being and meaning-focused coping have been associated with enhanced mental health
and quality of life (Linda et al., 2019; Pandya, 2019; Salman & Lee, 2019). These findings suggest that
interventions integrating resilience-building and mindfulness principles may provide a comprehensive
framework for addressing caregiver stress.

Despite growing evidence supporting resilience and mindfulness interventions independently, relatively few
studies have developed integrated programs specifically designed for mothers of children with intellectual
disabilities. EXxisting interventions often focus on either behavioral coping skills or stress management
techniques without fully addressing the internal psychological processes that contribute to chronic stress.
Furthermore, culturally adapted interventions tailored to the specific needs of these mothers remain limited
(Cuzzocrea et al., 2026). Therefore, the present study aimed to develop and validate a mindfulness-based
resilience training package and evaluate its effectiveness in reducing psychological stress among mothers of
children with intellectual disabilities.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-method design consisting of qualitative and quantitative
phases. In the qualitative phase, a research synthesis approach and thematic analysis were used to identify the
key components required for developing a mindfulness-based resilience training package. The target
population consisted of mothers of children with mild intellectual disabilities enrolled in special education
schools in Tehran during the 2024—-2025 academic year. Purposive sampling was employed, and data collection
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continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Eleven mothers participated in semi-structured, in-depth
interviews.

The qualitative findings were used to develop a 12-session mindfulness-based resilience training package. The
intervention incorporated components such as present-moment awareness, emotional acceptance, self-
compassion, emotional regulation, cognitive flexibility, meaning-making, social support, self-awareness, and
mindful parenting. The content of the program was reviewed and validated by a panel of experts in psychology,
psychometrics, mindfulness, and special education.

In the quantitative phase, a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, control group, and three-month
follow-up was implemented. The population consisted of mothers of children with mild intellectual disabilities
attending special education schools in Tehran. Based on Cohen’s sample Size estimation criteria, 30
participants were selected and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups, with 15 participants in
each group.

Psychological stress was measured using the Perceived Stress Scale developed by Cohen and colleagues. The
intervention was delivered in 12 structured group sessions to the experimental group, while the control group
received no intervention during the study period. Data were analyzed using repeated-measures analysis of
variance and Bonferroni post hoc tests. Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 28.

Findings

The qualitative phase identified eight major themes related to mindfulness and resilience, including present-
moment awareness, acceptance, emotional regulation, self-awareness, cognitive flexibility, meaning-making,
supportive resources, and hope. These themes formed the conceptual foundation of the intervention package.
Content validation procedures indicated satisfactory content validity and expert agreement regarding the
relevance, clarity, and necessity of the intervention components. The training package demonstrated acceptable
theoretical coherence and practical applicability.

Descriptive statistics revealed that the mean psychological stress score in the experimental group decreased
from 25.28 at pretest to 21.73 at posttest and remained stable at 21.67 during follow-up. In contrast, the control
group exhibited minimal changes across assessment periods, with mean scores of 24.47, 23.93, and 24.13 at
pretest, posttest, and follow-up, respectively.

Repeated-measures analysis of variance indicated significant effects of group, time, and the interaction
between time and group on psychological stress. The interaction effect was statistically significant, confirming
the effectiveness of the mindfulness-based resilience intervention in reducing psychological stress. The partial
eta-squared value demonstrated a substantial effect size.

Bonferroni post hoc comparisons revealed significant differences between the experimental and control groups
at both posttest and follow-up assessments. Participants in the intervention group reported significantly lower
levels of psychological stress than those in the control group. Pairwise comparisons within the experimental
group showed significant reductions from pretest to posttest and from pretest to follow-up, whereas no
significant difference was observed between posttest and follow-up scores, indicating maintenance of
treatment gains. No significant changes were found within the control group across assessment periods.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that the mindfulness-based resilience training package was effective in reducing
psychological stress among mothers of children with intellectual disabilities and that these effects were
maintained over time. The intervention appears to have enhanced participants’ capacity to cope with
caregiving-related stressors through the development of adaptive psychological resources.

Several mechanisms may explain the observed outcomes. First, mindfulness training likely reduced automatic
emotional reactivity and increased acceptance of difficult experiences. By learning to observe thoughts and
emotions without judgment, participants may have become less vulnerable to stress-provoking cognitive
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patterns such as rumination and catastrophic thinking. This shift in awareness can facilitate more adaptive
responses to caregiving challenges.

Second, resilience-building components of the program may have strengthened participants’ perceptions of
competence, control, and hope. The intervention encouraged mothers to identify personal strengths, recognize
available support systems, and reinterpret challenges as manageable rather than overwhelming. Such changes
likely contributed to greater psychological flexibility and reduced stress perceptions.

Third, the integration of self-compassion, emotional regulation, and meaning-making exercises may have
provided participants with sustainable coping resources. These skills can help caregivers respond more
effectively to ongoing demands while preserving emotional well-being. The maintenance of treatment gains at
follow-up suggests that participants successfully internalized the skills learned during the program and
continued to apply them in daily life.

The qualitative findings further support the intervention’s theoretical foundation. Themes such as acceptance,
self-awareness, emotional regulation, social support, and hope emerged as central elements of adaptation
among mothers of children with intellectual disabilities. The integration of these components within a
structured intervention framework likely contributed to its effectiveness.

Overall, the study provides evidence that a culturally informed mindfulness-based resilience training package
can serve as an effective intervention for reducing psychological stress among mothers of children with
intellectual disabilities. By combining mindfulness practices with resilience-enhancing strategies, the program
addresses both immediate emotional distress and longer-term adaptive functioning. The findings underscore
the value of comprehensive psychological interventions that target internal coping processes, emotional
regulation, and supportive resources. Such interventions may play an important role in promoting mental
health, improving quality of life, and strengthening family functioning among caregivers facing chronic
developmental caregiving challenges.
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