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Abstract
Purpose: This study aimed to compare early maladaptive schemas and psychological resilience

between mothers of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and intellectual disabilities (ID).
Methods: In this descriptive, causal-comparative study, 35 mothers of children with ASD and 35
mothers of children with ID were selected via convenience sampling from elementary schools for
students with these conditions in Qom. Participants completed the Young Schema Questionnaire-
Short Form (1998) and the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (2003). Data were analyzed using
multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA).

Results: A significant difference in resilience was observed between the two groups (F=3.45,
P=0.021). Furthermore, a significant difference was found in the early maladaptive schema domain
of impaired limits (F=7.85, P=0.008).

Conclusion: The findings highlight the need for tailored interventions, particularly those
incorporating physical activity, to reduce maladaptive schemas and bolster resilience in these
maternal populations.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

Autism spectrum disorder is a common
condition with a notable prevalence among
children. According to the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth
Edition (DSM-5), the primary features of autism
spectrum disorder include persistent deficits in
reciprocal social communication and social
interaction, along with restricted, repetitive, and
stereotyped patterns of behavior, interests, and
activities. These symptoms must be present from
early childhood and must impair or limit the
individual’s daily functioning. High-functioning
autism is a term used to describe the clinical
presentation of autism without any intellectual
disability. Approximately one in every eight
children is diagnosed with autism spectrum
disorder.

Intellectual disability, as defined by the DSM-5,
is characterized by significantly below-average
intellectual ~ functioning accompanied by
concurrent deficits in adaptive functioning that
manifest before the age of 18. Adaptive
functioning is generally defined as an
individual’s overall level of independence (i.e.,
self-care, communication, socialization, coping
skills, academic performance, work functioning,
etc.).

Children and adolescents with cognitive
disabilities are often at increased risk for a
variety of behavioral problems. The frequency
and severity of behavioral issues may increase
during adolescence. Behavioral disorders occur
three to four times more frequently in children
and adolescents with intellectual disabilities
than in the general population. There is also a
relationship between the severity of intellectual
disability and behavioral problems. Common
behavioral disorders among adolescents and
young adults with intellectual disabilities
include  depression, mania, aggression,
withdrawal, obsessive—compulsive symptoms,

anxiety disorders, and social difficulties. Girls
and boys with intellectual disabilities are more
vulnerable to life changes. For example,
adolescence, puberty, and the challenges that
accompany them often create difficulties for
these individuals and their families.

Resilience—which is essentially the ability to
adapt successfully to threatening or adverse
circumstances—is one of the variables
influencing the physical and psychological
status of mothers. Meeting the child’s emotional
and physical needs within the family, and the
child’s adequate experience of attachment
figures, contributes to the formation of adaptive
schemas regarding the self and others,
cultivating feelings of self-worth, autonomy,
competence, being loved, and being cared for,
all of which shape the individual’s responses to
the social environment. However, early family
relationships that reflect parental inadequacy
and dysfunction in providing sufficient structure
and emotional bonding lead to the development
of early maladaptive schemas.

In recent years, the role of physical activity in
promoting the mental health of parents of
children with special needs has received
increasing attention, as reduced physical activity
among the mothers of these children may expose
them to higher levels of stress, psychological
burnout, and the development or exacerbation of
early maladaptive schemas. On the other hand,
mothers of children with intellectual disabilities
and mothers of children with autism, due to the
inherently challenging nature of caregiving,
often face greater emotional and psychological
pressure, and their level of resilience plays a
decisive role in their quality of life and mental
well-being.

Despite the importance of integrating
psychological factors with physical activity
levels, there is still insufficient evidence
regarding how reduced physical activity may
explain  potential  differences in early
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maladaptive schema patterns and resilience
levels in these two groups of mothers.

Therefore, the research question is as follows: Is
there a significant difference in early
maladaptive schemas and resilience between
mothers with low levels of physical activity who
have children with intellectual disabilities and
mothers who have children with autism?

Materials and Methods

The present study employed a descriptive,
causal-comparative design. The statistical
population consisted of all mothers with low
physical activity levels who had students with
intellectual disabilities or students with autism in
elementary schools for children with intellectual
disabilities and autism in the city of Qom. From
this population, 35 mothers of children with
intellectual disabilities and 35 mothers of
children with autism were selected through
convenience sampling. Inclusion criteria for
participation in the study were: full consent to
participate and complete the questionnaires, and
literacy (ability to read and write) of the mothers.
Exclusion criteria included: not residing in Qom,
unwillingness to participate in the study,
incomplete completion of questionnaires, and
the presence of physical or psychological
ilinesses in the mothers. Data collection
instruments included the International Physical
Activity Questionnaire-short form, short form of
the Young Schema Questionnaire (1998) and the
Connor—Davidson Resilience Scale (2003).
Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA)
was employed for data analysis using SPSS
version 27.

Results

In the present study, 56 participants (80.0%)
were married, and 14 participants (20.0%) were
divorced. Regarding age distribution, 19
participants (27.1%) were between 18 and 28
years old, 32 participants (45.7%) were between
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28 and 38 years old, and 19 participants (27.1%)
were between 38 and 48 years old. In terms of
employment status, 58 participants (82.9%)
were homemakers, and 12 participants (17.1%)
were employed. Regarding educational
attainment, 6 participants (8.6%) had primary
education, 8 participants (11.04%) had lower
secondary education, 16 participants (22.9%)
had a high school diploma, 22 participants
(31.4%) had a bachelor’s degree, 18 participants
(25.7%) had a master’s degree, and none (0.0%)
held a doctoral degree. Regarding the number of
children, 15 participants had one child, 32 had
two children, 18 had three children, and 5 had
four children.

The results indicated a significant difference in
resilience between the two groups—mothers of
students with autism and mothers of students
with intellectual disabilities (P=0.021, F=3.45).
A significant difference was also found between
the groups in the maladaptive schema domain of
impaired limits (P = 0.008, F = 7.85). Mothers
of children with autism scored lower on
resilience and higher on impaired-limits
schemas compared to mothers of children with
intellectual disabilities. Overall, the findings
showed that mothers of children with autism
who have low levels of physical activity exhibit
lower resilience and more pronounced
maladaptive schemas in the impaired-limits
domain than mothers of children with
intellectual disabilities.

Conclusion

According to the findings of the present study,
both groups of mothers—those with children
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and those
with children with intellectual disabilities
(ID)—exhibited high levels of activation across
five domains of early maladaptive schemas.
However, a significant difference between the
two groups was observed only in the domain of
“Impaired Limits.” This difference may be
related to the specific characteristics of this
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domain and its connection to executive brain
functions.

The “Impaired Limits” domain encompasses
schemas such as “insufficient self-control and
self-discipline,” which are directly linked to
executive abilities including response inhibition,
frustration tolerance, emotional and behavioral
regulation, and the pursuit of long-term goals.
Given that executive functions are influenced by
specific brain structures and neural pathways, it
can be hypothesized that the observed difference
in this domain  reflects  underlying
neurocognitive differences in the parents
themselves. Consequently, parents of children
with ASD, particularly mothers, may also
experience degrees of vulnerability in executive
functioning. This vulnerability may manifest as
maladaptive schemas within the behavioral
limits domain.

Furthermore, the greater severity of executive
dysfunction in children with autism compared to
children with intellectual disabilities—which is
expressed in difficulties with resilience, impulse
control, emotional and behavioral regulation,
and goal pursuit—may impose additional stress
on parents, thereby reinforcing or further
activating these maladaptive schemas. Overall,
the significant difference in the “Impaired
Limits” domain between the two groups of
mothers may support a theoretical premise
suggesting that the interaction between parental
and child neurocognitive characteristics,
particularly regarding executive functions, plays
a critical role in the formation and persistence of
early maladaptive schemas.
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1. Autism

2 Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental
disorders

3. intellectual disability

4. resilience

5. schema

6. dsconnection and rejection

7. impaired autonomy and performance

8. impaired limits

9. dher/ directedness

10. over-vigilance and inhibition

11. Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale

12. Kobasa Hardiness Measure

13. Sport Anxiety Scale

14. Generalized Self-Efficacy Scale

15. Young Schema Questionnaire-short form
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