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Abstract

Background and Objectives: This research was conducted with the aim of
developing and validating a therapeutic intervention package based on the healthy
human theory on social stigma, alexithymia, self-compassion, and cognitive fusion of
mothers having children with autism spectrum.

Materials and Methods: In this research, a mixed research method was used: in the
qualitative part, the comparative theme analysis method, and in the quantitative part,
the semi-experimental method. The research environment included 52 reliable
sources that were selected by purposive sampling based on the healthy human theory
and parents of autistic children. The target population in the quantitative section was
mothers with autistic children in Isfahan city, 6 of whom were selected by purposive
sampling method and participated in the intervention. The tools for collecting data in
the quantitative part were the Mak and Kwok Stigma Questionnaire (2010), Toronto
Ataxia Scale (TAS-20), Neff's Self-Compassion Questionnaire (2003), and Gillanders
et al.'s Cognitive Fusion Questionnaire (2014).

Results: The results of Atride Sterling's theme analysis indicated that 8 organizing
themes (satisfaction and enjoyment of life, loving creation and self, metacognition,
peace, happiness, hope, currentness, and meaning) were obtained out of 18 basic
themes around the overarching theme, a therapeutic intervention based on the
healthy human theory. The results of the dependent t-test showed that there was a
significant difference between the mean scores of the pre-test and the post-test in all
four social stigma, emotional malaise, self-compassion, and cognitive fusion
(P<0.05), which shows the effectiveness and validity of the therapeutic intervention
package based on the healthy human theory on mothers with children having the
autism spectrum in the preliminary implementation (pilot stage).

Conclusion: The therapeutic intervention model based on the healthy human theory
is effective on four variables: social stigma, alexithymia, self-compassion, and
cognitive fusion. This method can be adopted to conduct counseling interventions
for parents to facilitate adaptation to a similar situation.

Keywords: Alexithymia, Cognitive fusion, Self-compassion, Social stigma,
Therapeutic intervention package
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Extended Abstract

Background and Objective

Mothers of children with autism spectrum disorders
are involved with feelings of self-dislike, negative
feelings towards themselves, low self-compassion,
self-blame, feelings of guilt and blame, negative
feelings towards the child, abandonment and
distance from the child, feelings of loneliness and
isolation, depression and sadness, tension and
pressure, shame and embarrassment, lack of vitality,
and feeling of being hurt. Therefore, this research
was conducted with the aim of developing a
therapeutic intervention package based on the
healthy human theory and comparing its
effectiveness with positive psychotherapy on social
stigma, alexithymia, self-compassion, and cognitive
fusion of mothers having children with autism.

Materials and Methods

The general structure of the present research is a
combined (mixed qualitative and quantitative)
applied research. In the qualitative part, this plan was
used to develop and validate a therapeutic
intervention package based on the healthy human
theory for mothers with autistic children, using the
theory-based comparative theme analysis method in
accordance with Atride Stirling's theme analysis
(2001). The research environment included 52
reliable sources that were selected by purposive
sampling method based on the healthy human
theory and parents of autistic children. After
compiling the training package using the agreement
analysis method between evaluators, it was
subjected to content evaluation by experts, and the
overall agreement on the therapeutic intervention
package based on the healthy human theory was
obtained by 6 experts at 0.92. The results of the
theme analysis indicated that 8 organizing themes
(satisfaction and enjoyment of life, loving the
creature and self, metacognition, peace, happiness,
hope, currentness, and meaning) were obtained out
of 18 basic themes around the overarching theme, a
therapeutic intervention based on the healthy human
theory, which was adjusted according to the
frequency and percentage of the semantic units of
the themes organizing the content of each session.
The research method in the quantitative part
included a semi-experimental design of two groups
and three stages, which finally involved 14 people in
each group, taking into account statistical attrition.
The statistical population in both the pilot study and
the main study included all mothers of children with
autism spectrum disorder who referred to autism
centers in Isfahan city in July 2014. The data in the
three stages were collected by means of the Mak and
Kwok Stigma Questionnaire (2010), Toronto Ataxia
Scale (TAS-20), Neff's Self-Compassion
Questionnaire (2003), and Gillanders et al.'s
Cognitive  Fusion Questionnaire (2014). The
therapeutic intervention package based on the
healthy human theory was implemented in the form
of eight 90-minute sessions for the experimental
group. Data analysis was done with the help of the

statistical package for social sciences using the
variance  analysis  method  with  repeated
measurements.

Results

The findings showed that therapeutic intervention
packages based on the healthy human theory
reduced social stigma, alexithymia, and cognitive
fusion and increased self-compassion in mothers
having children with autism spectrum, and this
effectiveness was sustained over time.

Discussion

Regarding the effectiveness of the therapeutic
intervention package compiled based on the healthy
human theory on reducing social stigma, it can be
mentioned that in the sessions of this therapeutic
intervention, goals were set in line with the meaning
and its role in parenting, the role of hope in
parenting, the role of current characteristics and
metacognition in parenting. The implementation of
exercises and home worksheets made these mothers
achieve a genuine meaning, and by familiarizing
themselves with and using practical techniques to
strengthen the characteristics of currentness,
metacognition, and hope on the way to a healthy
parent, they were able to reduce their social stigma.
Explaining the characteristics of a healthy person
helped mothers to manage their negative emotions
instead of inhibiting them further and to accept them
as sources of internal information. On the other
hand, by using worksheets and training to write and
record their capabilities, discuss and fill them, a step
was taken toward expressing emotions, which can
have an effect on the reduction of emotional
inactivity in the participants. Furthermore, the
intervention package helped mothers recognize the
attributes of a healthy individual discussed during the
sessions, enabling them to acknowledge their own
potential in various aspects of life, particularly in
their role as mothers. This was achieved by
encouraging them to let go of self-criticism, prioritize
self-care, and allocate time for personal needs and
well-being. Embracing these circumstances and
engaging in constructive self-talk lead to an elevated
sense of self-compassion towards oneself. During the
sessions, the concept of metacognition within the
framework of the healthy human theory was
explored. This included discussions on mothers!'
negative thoughts and attitudes and how they impact
behavior, as well as reflections on their mental
processes,  decision-making, and  behaviors
influenced by their thoughts and beliefs. By
increasing mothers' awareness of how thoughts
influence behavior and relationships, and the
significance of metacognition, the level of cognitive
fusion decreased.

Conclusion
As a result, the therapeutic intervention package
reduced social stigma, alexithymia, and cognitive
fusion of mothers having children with autism
spectrum, whereas it improved self-compassion
among them.
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