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Abstract:

Objective: Objective: This study aimed to compare the effects of stress management skills training and
self-awareness training on depression among mothers of children with autism.

Methods and Materials: This interventional, quasi-experimental study employed a pretest-posttest
control-group design with a three-month follow-up. The statistical population consisted of mothers of
children with autism spectrum disorder attending healthcare centers in Sari during the second half of
2024. Forty-five eligible mothers were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to
three groups: stress management skills training, self-awareness training, and control, with 15
participants in each group. The first intervention group received seven 90-minute stress management
sessions, whereas the second intervention group received eight 90-minute self-awareness sessions. The
control group received no study-specific intervention. Depression was assessed using the Beck
Depression Inventory-I11 at pretest, posttest, and follow-up. Data were analyzed using the Shapiro-Wilk
test, Levene’s test, repeated-measures analysis of variance, and Bonferroni post hoc comparisons in
SPSS version 24.

Findings: The effect of time on depression scores was statistically significant (Wilks’ A=0.586,
F(2,41)=14.493, P<0.001, np*=0.414). The time-by-group interaction was also significant (Wilks’
2=0.735, F(4,82)=3.413, P=0.012, np*=0.143). In the stress management group, differences between
pretest and posttest (P=0.029) and between pretest and follow-up (P=0.035) were significant, whereas
the posttest-follow-up difference was not significant (P=0.084). In the self-awareness group, significant
differences were observed between pretest and posttest (P<0.001) and between pretest and follow-up
(P=0.043), while the posttest-follow-up difference was not significant (P=1.000). No significant
changes were observed in the control group.

Conclusion: Both stress management skills training and self-awareness training were effective in
reducing depression among mothers of children with autism, and their effects were maintained at the
three-month follow-up; however, direct statistical comparison is required to determine whether either
intervention is superior.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a
neurodevelopmental condition characterized by persistent
difficulties in social communication and interaction as well
as restricted and repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or
activities. Beyond its direct effects on affected children,
ASD can create substantial and enduring psychological
demands for family members, particularly mothers, who
often assume a major share of caregiving, treatment
coordination, educational follow-up, and management of
behavioral difficulties. The chronic nature of these
responsibilities, uncertainty regarding the child’s future,
financial and social pressures, and limitations in family and
personal activities may expose mothers to sustained
psychological distress. Evidence indicates that parents of
children with ASD experience considerable levels of
depression, anxiety, and stress and that the coping
mechanisms they employ are closely related to their
psychological adjustment (Demsar & Bakracevic, 2023).
Accordingly, maternal mental health should be regarded as
an important component of comprehensive care for families
of children with autism.

Depression is a major mental health problem associated
with emotional, cognitive, behavioral, and physical
symptoms that may substantially impair daily functioning
and quality of life. Contemporary approaches emphasize the
need for accessible, preventive, and evidence-based
interventions to reduce the burden of depression, particularly
among populations exposed to persistent psychosocial stress
(Herrman et al., 2022). Depression is shaped by multiple
interacting  biological, psychological, familial, and
environmental factors, and prolonged exposure to stressful
circumstances can contribute to its onset and persistence
(Thapar et al., 2022). Mothers of children with ASD may
therefore constitute a particularly vulnerable group because
caregiving demands are often continuous rather than

temporary.

Maternal depression is also important because its
consequences may extend beyond the mother herself.
Research has demonstrated complex associations between
maternal mental health and behavioral problems in children
with ASD, suggesting that maternal distress and child
difficulties may influence each other over time (Benson,
2023). Similarly, maternal depressive symptoms have been
associated with children’s behavioral problems in families
both with and without autism, indicating the importance of
addressing maternal psychological functioning within
family-based care (Roubinov et al., 2023). Other
psychological characteristics, including thought-control
strategies and anhedonia, have also been associated with the
experiences of mothers of children with autism (Ghasemi &
Safarzadeh, 2024). These findings highlight the need for
interventions that enhance mothers’ cognitive and emotional
resources rather than focusing exclusively on the child.

Psychological interventions can improve maternal mental
health in families affected by ASD. A systematic review and
meta-analysis has shown that interventions targeting
maternal psychological functioning in autism can produce
beneficial outcomes (Kulasinghe et al.,, 2023). Related
research has also demonstrated that group-based
mindfulness training can reduce stress, anxiety, and
depression among mothers caring for children with
developmental or learning difficulties (Hassannia et al.,
2024). Moreover, mindfulness-based programs have been
associated with improvements in depression, anxiety, stress,
sleep quality, perceived social support, and life satisfaction
in other populations (Garcia et al., 2025). Collectively, these
findings support the use of structured psychological skills
training for individuals experiencing sustained emotional
strain.

Stress management training is one potentially effective
intervention. Such programs typically focus on identifying
stressors, recognizing physiological and psychological
responses to stress, modifying maladaptive cognitive

appraisals, learning relaxation techniques, improving coping
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strategies, and strengthening emotional regulation. Stress
management skills training has demonstrated feasibility and
effectiveness in reducing psychological strain in different
populations (Nebhinani & Kuppili, 2024), and related
training has also been associated with reduced anxiety and
improved functioning (Tajik, 2024). More specifically,
emotion-focused stress management training has shown
beneficial effects among mothers of children with ASD
(Ramezanloo & Abolmaali, 2022). Stress management
training has likewise reduced stress and anxiety among
mothers experiencing demanding caregiving circumstances,
such as mothers of premature infants hospitalized in neonatal
intensive care units (Shomali Ahmadabadi et al., 2022).
These findings suggest that strengthening adaptive coping
may be particularly valuable when the stressor cannot be
entirely removed.

Self-awareness training represents another potentially
useful intervention. Self-awareness involves the capacity to
recognize and understand one’s thoughts, emotions, needs,
strengths, limitations, interpersonal patterns, and behavioral
tendencies. It develops through reflection, feedback,
observation of internal experience, and greater
understanding of the relationship between thoughts,
emotions, bodily reactions, and behavior (London et al,
2023). Greater self-awareness may enable individuals to
identify
overwhelming and to respond to difficult experiences more

emotional reactions before they become
deliberately. Training in self-awareness has been associated
with improvements in self-control and self-compassion
(Hassanpour & Pahlavan, 2023), as well as positive emotion
regulation and critical thinking (Salehi, 2022). It has also
been shown to improve functional and professional skills in
young adults (Venkatesh & Kumar, 2023). In addition,
broader evidence concerning interpersonal development
suggests that individuals’ relational and emotional
experiences contribute to subsequent patterns of
psychological and interpersonal functioning (MacNeill et al.,

2023).

Although stress management and self-awareness training
may both improve psychological adaptation, they operate
through partially different mechanisms. Stress management
primarily targets the appraisal and regulation of external and
internal stressors, whereas self-awareness emphasizes
recognition and understanding of internal experiences and
habitual responses. A direct comparison of these approaches
among mothers of children with ASD may therefore help
identify practical psychological strategies for reducing
depression. Accordingly, the present study aimed to
compare the effects of stress management skills training and
self-awareness training on depression among mothers of
children with autism.

Methods and Materials

The present study was an interventional, quasi-
experimental investigation using a pretest-posttest control-
group design with a three-month follow-up. The statistical
population consisted of mothers of children with autism who
had attended healthcare centers in Sari during the second
half of 2024 and had active records in those centers. A total
of 45 eligible mothers were selected through purposive non-
random sampling and then randomly assigned to three equal
groups: stress management skills training, self-awareness
training, and control, with 15 participants in each group.
Eligibility criteria included willingness to participate, having
at least one child diagnosed with ASD by a psychiatrist or
other qualified specialist, absence of an acute physical or
psychological disorder that would prevent participation, and
having at least a high-school diploma. Participation in
similar intervention programs and absence from more than
two intervention sessions were considered exclusion criteria.

Depression was assessed using the Beck Depression
Inventory-11 (BDI-1I), a 21-item self-report instrument
designed to evaluate the severity of depressive symptoms.
Each item is scored from 0 to 3, resulting in a total score
ranging from 0 to 63, with higher scores indicating more
severe depressive symptoms. The questionnaire was

administered at pretest, posttest, and three-month follow-up.
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The stress management group received seven 90-minute
group sessions. The program addressed the concept and
symptoms of stress, controllable and uncontrollable
stressors, behavioral and cognitive coping strategies,
relaxation techniques, religious and spiritual coping,
emotional awareness, adaptive cognitive emotion-regulation
strategies, and maladaptive strategies such as self-blame,
rumination, catastrophizing, and blaming others. Practical
exercises and between-session assignments were used to
facilitate application of the skills to everyday life.

The self-awareness group received eight 90-minute group
sessions focusing on the concept and dimensions of self-
awareness, body language, the social self, perceptions of the
self by others, the ideal self, identification and regulation of
emotions, the relationship among thoughts, emotions, and
bodily reactions, and relaxation. Participants completed
practical exercises and homework designed to improve
recognition and regulation of their internal experiences. The
control group received no study-specific psychological
intervention during the research period.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 24. Means and
standard deviations were used for descriptive analysis. The
Shapiro-Wilk test was applied to assess normality, and
Levene’s test was used to evaluate homogeneity of
variances. Repeated-measures analysis of variance was used
to examine changes in depression across the three
measurement occasions and differences in change patterns
among the three groups. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons
were conducted where appropriate. Statistical significance
was set at 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated a reduction in depression
scores in both intervention groups. In the stress management
skills training group, the mean depression score decreased
from 62.87+7.27 at pretest to 54.47+6.30 at posttest and was
57.204£5.49 at the three-month follow-up. In the self-
awareness training group, the corresponding mean scores
were 65.07+6.00, 55.53+6.37, and 57.60+7.06. In contrast,

the control group showed relatively small changes, with

mean depression scores of 63.33+6.71 at pretest, 61.80+8.11
at posttest, and 62.73+6.60 at follow-up.

The assumptions required for parametric analysis were
satisfied. Shapiro-Wilk tests were nonsignificant across all
groups and measurement occasions, indicating no significant
departure from normality. Levene’s test also confirmed
homogeneity of variances at pretest (F=0.878, P=0.423),
posttest (F=1.123, P=0.335), and follow-up (F=0.347,
P=0.709). The interaction between baseline depression
scores and group membership was nonsignificant (F=1.618,
P=0.171), supporting the relevant homogeneity assumption.

Repeated-measures analysis demonstrated a significant
effect of time on depression scores (Wilks” A=0.586,
F(2,41)=14.493, P<0.001, n>=0.414). More
importantly, the time-by-group interaction was significant
(Wilks’ A=0.735, F(4,82)=3.413, P=0.012, partial n>=0.143),

indicating that changes in depression over time differed

partial

across the three groups.

Bonferroni comparisons showed that, in the stress
management group, depression decreased significantly from
pretest to posttest (mean difference=-8.400, P=0.029) and
from pretest to follow-up (mean difference=-8.000,
P=0.035), whereas the difference between posttest and
follow-up was not significant (P=0.084). In the self-
awareness group, depression also decreased significantly
from pretest to posttest (mean difference=-9.533, P<0.001)
and from pretest to follow-up (mean difference=-7.467,
P=0.043), while the posttest-to-follow-up difference was
nonsignificant (P=1.000). No statistically significant
changes were observed across measurement occasions in the
control group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that both stress management
skills training and self-awareness training were effective in
reducing depression among mothers of children with autism.
The significant time-by-group interaction indicates that the
observed reductions were not attributable merely to the
passage of time, because the pattern of change in the

intervention groups differed from that of the control group.
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Furthermore, the absence of significant differences between
posttest and follow-up within both intervention groups
suggests that the improvements were largely maintained for
three months after completion of the interventions.

The effectiveness of stress management training may be
explained by the specific psychological demands
experienced by mothers caring for children with ASD. These
mothers are frequently exposed to persistent caregiving
pressures that cannot always be eliminated. Training may
therefore be beneficial by changing how stressors are
interpreted and managed rather than attempting to remove
them. Skills such as relaxation, cognitive reappraisal,
adaptive emotion regulation, problem-oriented coping, and
reduced reliance on rumination, catastrophizing, and self-
blame may decrease emotional overload and perceived
helplessness. As these maladaptive processes are reduced
and a greater sense of control is established, depressive
symptoms may decline.

Self-awareness training may reduce depression through
somewhat different mechanisms. Improved recognition of
thoughts, emotions, bodily reactions, expectations, and self-
evaluations can help individuals identify negative
psychological patterns before these patterns become
persistent. Mothers may become more capable of
distinguishing between an external caregiving difficulty and
their own interpretation of that difficulty. Awareness of
discrepancies between the real and ideal self may also reduce
unrealistic self-expectations and excessive self-criticism.
Furthermore, learning to recognize and name emotions can
improve emotional regulation and reduce automatic
responses to distressing situations. These processes may
explain the significant reduction in depressive symptoms
observed after self-awareness training.

The maintenance of treatment gains at follow-up is
particularly important. Both interventions included practical

exercises, repeated application of skills, and between-

session assignments rather than relying solely on

psychoeducation. Participants were therefore given
opportunities to incorporate the acquired skills into daily
caregiving situations. Continued use of stress-management
strategies or self-awareness practices after the intervention
may account for the persistence of lower depression scores
during follow-up.

Descriptively, the reduction from pretest to posttest was
slightly greater in the self-awareness group than in the stress
management group. However, this descriptive difference
should not be interpreted as evidence that self-awareness
training was statistically superior to stress management
training, because the reported analyses primarily established
the effectiveness of the interventions over time and their
differential patterns relative to the control condition. A
definitive conclusion about superiority would require an
explicit direct statistical comparison between the two active
intervention groups.

Overall, the results indicate that both stress management
skills training and self-awareness training are useful
psychological interventions for reducing depressive
symptoms among mothers of children with autism. The
findings also suggest that the beneficial effects of both
approaches can persist for at least three months after
intervention completion. Given the chronic caregiving
demands experienced by this population, incorporating
structured group-based psychological programs into
healthcare, counseling, and autism rehabilitation services
may provide an accessible means of supporting maternal
mental health. The study therefore concludes that both stress
management skills training and self-awareness training can
be considered effective approaches for reducing depression
in mothers of children with autism, although further research
is required to determine whether one intervention provides a

statistically greater benefit than the other.
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