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Background: One of the variables related to mothers' stress is their reflective action. The act of
reflection or mentalization is a clear manifestation of the narration of the capacity of mentalization
in people. The important role of the mother as the primary and main caregiver of the child and,
following that, the effect of stress on a wide range of the mother's performance, including in the
mentalization process between her and the child, it reveals the necessity of reflective parenting
programs adapted to mother's mentalization in order to reduce the stress of anxious mothers, But the
review of previous studies shows that there is a research gap in this field.

Aims: The present study was conducted with the aim of determining the efficacy of the adapted
parental reflective functioning program on the stress of anxious mothers.

Method: The method of the current research was a quasi-experiment of pre-test-post-test type with
a control group. The statistical population of the research included all anxious mothers living in
Tehran in 2022. Sampling was done by announcing a call in three kindergartens and four
psychological clinics in Tehran and using the available purposeful sampling method among volunteer
mothers with anxiety symptoms. Finally, 20 anxious mothers (with a minimum average anxiety score
in the Beck anxiety test) were selected as a statistical sample and randomly assigned to two
experimental and control groups. The main data collection tool included the Parenting Stress Index
—short form (Abidin, 1995). During 8 sessions, the experimental group received the adapted parental
reflective functioning program to the mentalization of the mother, but the members of the control
group did not receive any intervention. Also, covariance analysis method and SPSS-20 software were
used for data analysis.

Results: The results of the covariance analysis test in the present study showed that the reflective
adapted parental reflective functioning program among the three subscales of parental stress, it
significantly reduced parental distress and parent-child dysfunctional interaction (P<0.001), But it
was not effective in reducing the subscale scores of difficult child characteristics.

Conclusion: Considering the effectiveness of the adapted parental reflective functioning program on
the level of stress of anxious mothers in the present study, it seems that training parents in this field
can be one of the most appropriate methods to improve mother-child interactions, the formation of
secure attachment in children and subsequently, the reduction of the stress level of anxious mothers.
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Introduction

Parental stress is a term that describes the perception
of stress in the parent-child relationship system,
which includes both the child's stressful
characteristics and the parents' responses to these
characteristics (Phillips et al., 2017). Parental stress
increases inappropriate behaviors in children, and
reciprocally, inappropriate behavior of children
increases stress in parents and creates a vicious cycle
that continuously damages parent-child interaction
(Kozokaria et al., 2016). One of the variables related
to mothers' stress is their reflective action. The act of
reflection or mentalization is a clear manifestation of
the narration of the capacity of mentalization in
people (Luyten et al., 2017).

Reflective action is actually another title for the
construct of mentalization and "refers to the ability of
people to keep the minds of others in their minds"
(Luyten et al., 2017). If parents can reflect on the
mental states behind their children's behavior and
understand them, they will most likely respond
appropriately to their needs and behaviors (Gordo et
al., 2020).

The reflective action of the mother also refers to her
capacity to reflect on the mental and inner
experiences of herself and the child (Landy & Menna,
2006). Mothers with high reflective action feel more
secure in their role as parents and their ability to
reflect improves their children's attachment
relationships (Pazzagli et al., 2018).

Previous studies show that reflective action of
parents through parenting practices has an effect on
the safety of attachment in children. Parenting
methods and child attachment in turn affect the child's
behavior (Musawi et al., 2019).

Considering the important role of the reflective action
of the mother in the process of mother-child relations,
among the educational interventions developed in this
area, we can mention the Parental Reflective Function
Package (PRF). Among the important goals of this
package is the development of reflective action in the
parent, the development and increase of a safe
attachment relationship between the parent and the
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child, and strengthening the process of sensitivity and
reflection (Maskell-Graham, 2014).

The important role of the mother as the primary and
main caregiver of the child and, following that, the
effect of stress on a wide range of the mother's
performance, including in the mentalization process
between her and the child, it reveals the necessity of
reflective parenting programs adapted to mother's
mentalization in order to reduce the stress of anxious
mothers, But the review of previous studies shows
that there is a research gap in this field.

According to what has been reviewed, the present
study seeks to answer the basic question of whether
the adapted parental reflective functioning program is
effective on the stress of anxious mothers?

Method

The method of the current research was a quasi-
experiment of pre-test-post-test type with a control
group. The statistical population of the research
included all anxious mothers living in Tehran in 2022.
Sampling was done by announcing a call in three
kindergartens and four psychological clinics in
Tehran and using the available purposeful sampling
method among volunteer mothers with anxiety
symptoms. Finally, 20 anxious mothers (with a
minimum average anxiety score in the Beck anxiety
test) were selected as a statistical sample and
randomly assigned to two experimental and control
groups. The main data collection tool included the
Parenting Stress Index — short form (Abidin, 1995).
During 8 sessions, the experimental group received
the adapted parental reflective functioning program to
the mentalization of the mother, but the members of
the control group did not receive any intervention.
Also, covariance analysis method and SPSS-20
software were used for data analysis.

The criteria for entering the study included obtaining
a minimum average anxiety score (16-25) in the Beck
Anxiety Questionnaire and having a child in the age
range of 2 to 5 years. Exclusion criteria included non-
cooperation in different stages of the research, having
a child with developmental disorders such as autism,
mental disability and life-threatening chronic medical
diseases, being divorced, having acute mental
disorders and taking psychiatric drugs.
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Results

20 mothers with anxiety symptoms participated in
this study. The average age of the experimental and
control groups was 35.30 years with a standard
deviation of 2.35 and 34.90 years with a standard
deviation of 2.60, respectively. The results of the
covariance analysis test in the present study showed
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that the reflective adapted parental reflective
functioning program among the three subscales of
parental stress, it significantly reduced parental
distress and parent-child dysfunctional interaction
(P<0.001), But it was not effective in reducing the
subscale scores of difficult child characteristics.

The results of the analysis of covariance test for the
parental distress subscale are reported in table 1.

Table 1. The results of the analysis of covariance test for the parental distress subscale

Source Degrees of freedom  mean square F P Effect size
Corrected model 2 410.74 2990 0.001 0.779
Width from the origin 1 16.80 1.22 0.284 0.067
Pre-test 1 710.43 54.27  0.001 0.762
Group 1 169.36 12.33  0.003 0.420
Error 17 13.73 - - -
Total 20 - - - -
Tables 2 and 3 show the results of analysis of dysfunctional interaction and difficult child

covariance for the subscales of parent-child

characteristics, respectively.

Table 2. The results of the analysis of covariance test for parent-child dysfunctional interaction subscale

Source Degrees of freedom mean square F P Effect size
Corrected model 2 576.63 45.61 0.001 0.843
Width from the origin 1 0.106 0.008  0.928 0.001
Pre-test 1 937.27 76.98  0.001 0.819
Group 1 231.38 18.30  0.001 0.518
Error 17 12.64 - - -
Total 20 - - - -

Table 3. The results of the analysis of covariance test for difficult child characteristics subscale

Source Degrees of freedom mean square F P Effect size
Corrected model 2 350.71 94.97 0.001 0.918
Width from the origin 1 5.28 1.43 0.248 0.078
Pre-test 1 483.62 130.96  0.001 0.885
Group 1 10.27 2.78 0.114 0.141
Error 17 3.69 - - -
Total 20 - - - -

Conclusion

The present study was conducted with the aim of
determining the efficacy of the adapted parental
reflective functioning program on the stress of
anxious mothers. The lack of effectiveness of
reflective  parenting  intervention on  the
characteristics of problematic children in the present
study can be explained by the fact that the said
intervention was performed on mothers, While the
subscale of difficult child characteristics refers to the
child's characteristics. Although several studies show
that interventions based on parental reflective
functioning program to the mentalization of parents
lead to behavioral changes in children (Ensink et al.,

2015; Borelli et al., 2017); However, the child's
characteristics and behaviors can be considered as
secondary outcomes of treatment, which require a
longer period to observe. Due to the fact that the
intervention program of the present study was not a
long-term program, it can be expected that secondary
treatment outcomes will not emerge.

Regarding the explanation of the effectiveness of the
parental reflective functioning program in reducing
the stress of anxious mothers, it should be said that
the content of the program and the assignments and
exercises of each session increased the level of
awareness and acquired skills to control the child,
anxious mothers of the experimental group should
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evaluate the characteristics of their children as less
stressful.

Considering the effectiveness of the adapted parental
reflective functioning program on the level of stress
of anxious mothers in the present study, it seems that
training parents in this field can be one of the most
appropriate  methods to improve mother-child
interactions, the formation of secure attachment in
children and subsequently, the reduction of the stress
level of anxious mothers.
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