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Abstract

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) not only affects children but also imposes numerous emotional and social challenges on parents,
particularly mothers. The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and Parent—Child
Relationship-Based Therapy (PCRBT) on social skills and emotion regulation in mothers of children with autism. This research employed
a quasi-experimental design with a pre-test—post-test structure and a control group. The statistical population included mothers of children
with autism in Tehran, from whom 30 participants were selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to two
experimental groups and one control group. The experimental groups received interventions through ten 90-minute sessions of CBT and
PCRBT respectively, whereas the control group did not receive any intervention. The findings indicated that both intervention approaches
led to significant improvements in the social skills and emotion regulation of the mothers. However, the Parent—Child Relationship-Based
Therapy demonstrated greater effectiveness compared to Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy. These results suggest that emphasizing the
quality of the mother—child relationship can play a more effective role in enhancing mothers' emotional and social capabilities. Therefore,
the use of Parent—Child Relationship-Based Therapy is recommended in support programs for mothers of children with autism.
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Introduction

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) has a profound impact not only on affected children but also on their
caregivers, particularly mothers, who often face significant psychological and emotional strain. Numerous
studies have highlighted that mothers of children with autism report higher levels of stress, anxiety, and
depression compared to mothers of typically developing children, which in turn disrupts family dynamics and
impairs emotion regulation and social functioning (Abdelaziz et al., 2024; Mihandoust et al., 2021). Given
the scope of these challenges, effective therapeutic interventions targeting the emotional and social skills of
these mothers are essential.

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT) has emerged as a widely utilized approach to alleviate psychological
distress and enhance emotional coping in mothers of children with autism. This method helps restructure
maladaptive cognitions and improve coping strategies, thereby promoting emotion regulation (Aghababaei &
Taghavi, 2020; Bakaian, 2019; Mami & Amirian, 2015; Riahi et al., 2012). By modifying distorted thought
patterns and promoting behavioral changes, CBT equips mothers to manage parenting-related stress more
effectively (Ahmadi & Valizadeh, 2021; Safikhani, 2022).

In contrast, Parent—Child Relationship-Based Therapy (PCRBT) draws on attachment theory and social
learning principles, focusing on strengthening the emotional and behavioral interactions between parent and
child. This method trains mothers in effective communication, positive reinforcement, and emotional
attunement, all of which foster a secure attachment and contribute to enhanced maternal psychological well-
being (Agazzi et al., 2017; Beh-pajooh et al., 2018; Mohajeri et al., 2013). Research indicates that such
interventions not only reduce stress and anxiety but also bolster emotional regulation and parenting self-
efficacy (Esmaeelpanah Amlashi et al., 2022; Mehrdadfar et al., 2023; Zekri et al., 2024).

The mediating role of effective mother—child interaction has been emphasized in numerous studies. For
instance, Rostami (2022) highlighted its significance in buffering pandemic-related stress and improving
maternal mental health (Rostami, 2022). Similarly, Park et al. (2022) underscored the protective role of
positive parent—child relationships against parenting stress and maternal depression (Park & Lee, 2022).
Despite the individual merits of both approaches, few studies have compared their relative effectiveness.
Davudi et al. (2018) emphasized the role of parent-focused therapies in reducing child behavioral issues and
improving parental self-efficacy (Davudi et al., 2018). Zeynali et al. (2021) found both CBT and parent-
training effective in managing ADHD symptoms (Zeynali et al., 2021), yet direct comparisons, particularly in
the context of emotion regulation and social skills among mothers of children with ASD, remain sparse.
Emerging evidence suggests that PCRBT may yield deeper and more sustainable benefits by fostering
emotional bonding and enhancing parenting confidence (Adibisede et al., 2018; Tadros & Durante, 2021),
whereas CBT, while effective for maladaptive cognition, may lack the relational depth necessary for enduring
behavioral transformation (Abdelaziz et al., 2024). Moreover, cultural factors and individual parenting styles
may influence the efficacy of each intervention (Baartmans et al., 2022; Malekzadeh et al., 2024), as
demonstrated in Iranian studies showing that the nature of the child’s behavioral problems and social
interactions influences maternal emotional responses (Malekpour et al., 2016; Mohajeri et al., 2013).

In sum, while both CBT and PCRBT offer promising outcomes, a comparative evaluation within a shared
cultural and clinical context is essential to guide optimal intervention strategies for mothers of children with
ASD. This study was thus conducted to compare the effectiveness of CBT and PCRBT in improving social
skills and emotion regulation in this population.

Methods and Materials

This quasi-experimental study employed a pre-test, post-test, and two-month follow-up design with a control
group. Participants consisted of 45 mothers of children diagnosed with ASD from psychological clinics in
Tehran, selected via convenience sampling. They were randomly assigned to three groups: CBT (n=15),
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PCRBT (n=15), and control (n=15). Inclusion criteria involved consent to participate, a minimum education
level of middle school, and no psychotropic medication or psychological services in the past three months.
Exclusion criteria included missing more than two sessions, comorbid psychiatric disorders, or concurrent
psychological interventions.

The interventions spanned ten 90-minute group sessions. The CBT protocol included components such as
cognitive restructuring, gradual exposure, relaxation training, role-playing, and schema exploration. The
PCRBT protocol, structured over thirteen sessions, began with child-directed interaction training, followed by
parent-directed interaction techniques, including effective command issuance, time-out strategies, and
reinforcement methods.

Emotion regulation was assessed using the Gratz and Roemer questionnaire, a 36-item Likert-scale tool
covering six subdomains. Social skills were evaluated using the HMT Social Skills Assessment, targeting
dimensions such as emotional understanding, perspective-taking, and sustained interaction. Data analysis was
conducted using SPSS-26. Repeated measures ANOVA tested the main and interaction effects across time and
group, with assumptions of normality, sphericity, and homogeneity confirmed via Shapiro-Wilk, Mauchly, and
Levene’s tests.

Findings

Baseline demographic analysis showed no significant age or gender differences across the three groups (p >
0.05). In the repeated measures analysis, both experimental groups showed significant improvements in
emotion regulation and social skills from pre-test to post-test and follow-up, whereas the control group
exhibited minimal change.

For emotion regulation, the CBT group showed mean scores of 18.78 (pre-test), 21.33 (post-test), and 19.67
(follow-up), while the PCRBT group recorded 18.78,20.87, and 20.67 respectively. The control group’s scores
remained relatively stable across all time points. Similarly, for social skills, the CBT group improved from
25.00 to 34.87 at post-test and 32.67 at follow-up. The PCRBT group improved from 23.53 to 32.27 and then
30.73. The control group showed minimal improvement from 24.47 to 25.60 and 26.73.

Repeated measures ANOVA revealed that both the time effect (p < 0.001) and the interaction effect between
time and group (p < 0.004 for emotion regulation and p < 0.001 for social skills) were significant. These results
indicate meaningful intervention-related changes over time in the experimental groups, with PCRBT showing
slightly higher sustained effects.

Post hoc Bonferroni tests showed significant differences between both experimental groups and the control
group in social skills (p < 0.05). However, there were no significant differences between the CBT and PCRBT
groups in emotion regulation scores (p > 0.05), though trends favored PCRBT.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results confirm that both CBT and PCRBT significantly improve social skills and emotion regulation in
mothers of children with autism. However, PCRBT demonstrated superior outcomes, particularly in sustaining
improvements during follow-up. This may be attributed to its relational focus, which directly targets the
parent—child interaction and fosters emotional attunement.

These findings align with prior studies showing that relational interventions reduce maternal stress and
improve emotional functioning (Agazzi et al., 2017; Mohajeri et al., 2013). CBT’s effectiveness in reducing
psychological distress and reinforcing cognitive coping mechanisms is also well-supported by past research
(Abdelaziz et al., 2024; Bakaian, 2019; Mami & Amirian, 2015; Riahi et al., 2012). However, the enhanced
efficacy of PCRBT in this study suggests that interventions incorporating direct relational components may
lead to more durable emotional and behavioral benefits.

This advantage may stem from the experiential nature of PCRBT, where mothers not only learn about effective
parenting but also practice these skills in real-time, reinforcing self-efficacy and emotional regulation through
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repeated success. Previous findings from Beh-pajooh et al. (2018) and Davudi et al. (2018) underscore this
mechanism of experiential engagement and behavioral reinforcement (Beh-pajooh et al., 2018; Davudi et al.,
2018).

Moreover, PCRBT’s integration of emotional experiences in naturalistic settings may support better
generalization of learned skills (Mehrdadfar et al., 2023). Zekri et al. (2024) further emphasize the role of
relational interventions in enhancing metacognitive awareness and emotional control (Zekri et al., 2024),
while Park and Lee (2022) highlight the mediating effect of social support embedded in parent—child relational
therapies (Park & Lee, 2022). Rostami (2022) also noted the protective function of relational closeness during
external stressors, reinforcing the importance of emotional bonding in parental mental health (Rostami, 2022).
Ultimately, while CBT remains an effective modality, its focus on cognition rather than interaction may limit
long-term behavioral change unless paired with relational enhancements (Adibisede et al., 2018; Malekzadeh
et al., 2024). The experiential, culturally attuned format of PCRBT may thus offer a more sustainable path to
maternal psychological well-being, particularly in collectivist societies where parenting roles are deeply
emotionally charged (Malekpour et al., 2016; Tadros & Durante, 2021).

In conclusion, both therapeutic approaches prove beneficial, but PCRBT offers a relational and context-
sensitive advantage in improving emotional regulation and social functioning among mothers of children with
autism. The study supports the integration of relational interventions into maternal mental health programs,
especially in culturally resonant and family-centered settings.
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