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Abstract

Purpose: The present study aimed to examine the goodness-of-fit of a structural model predicting emotional
distress tolerance based on coping strategies in women with low levels of physical activity, with the mediating
role of mindfulness.

Methods: This study employed a descriptive-correlational design. The study population consisted of mothers of
children with disabilities and low levels of physical activity who referred to welfare centers in Qom city during
the summer of 2021. Using convenience sampling, 200 participants were selected. Data were collected using
the Distress Tolerance Scale (Simmons & Gaher, 2005), the Coping Strategies Questionnaire by Folkman and
Lazarus (1985), and the Freiburg Mindfulness Inventory—Short Form developed by Walach et al. (2006). Data
analysis was conducted using Pearson correlation coefficients and structural equation modeling (SEM) through
SPSS version 26 and AMOS version 22.

Results: The findings indicated that in mothers with low levels of physical activity and a child with a disability,
coping strategies exert an indirect effect on emotional distress tolerance through mindfulness. Furthermore,
problem-focused coping had a significant positive direct effect, while emotion-focused coping had a significant
negative direct effect on distress tolerance.

Conclusion: The results demonstrated that coping strategies significantly predict distress tolerance, and
mindfulness plays an effective mediating role in this relationship. Furthermore, the findings underscore the
importance of promoting physical activity among mothers of children with disabilities as a supportive factor in
improving emotion regulation and enhancing distress tolerance. The study highlights the need for interventions
that foster adaptive coping and mindfulness to bolster resilience in this population.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

Disability, as a condition associated with
limitations in physical, psychological, and
social functioning, can have wide-ranging
consequences not only for the individual with
a disability but also for their family members,
particularly parents. The presence of a child
with a disability in the family is often
experienced as a highly stressful life event that
affects daily life  structure, family
relationships, and the mental health of family
members.  Parents of children  with
disabilities—especially mothers, who
typically assume the primary caregiving
role—face multidimensional pressures arising
from continuous caregiving demands,
treatment-related responsibilities, time
constraints, economic difficulties, and social
challenges. These pressures can lead to
outcomes such as social isolation, reduced
social interactions, work-life imbalance, and
an increase in psychological symptoms.
Mothers of children with disabilities, due to
their constant involvement with the child's
physical, therapeutic, and emotional needs,
often experience higher levels of stress, grief,
anger, and guilt. The persistence of such
conditions, in the absence of adequate
supportive resources and effective coping
mechanisms, may result in reduced emotional
distress tolerance. Distress tolerance refers to
an individual's capacity to withstand and
manage negative emotional states and is
considered a key indicator of mental
health. Low distress tolerance may predispose
individuals to more intense emotional
reactions, difficulties in emotion regulation,
and increased vulnerability to psychological
disorders such as anxiety, depression, and
burnout. Conversely, higher levels of distress
tolerance can function as a protective factor,
enhancing resilience in the face of stressful
conditions.
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Emotional distress tolerance is influenced by
multiple  factors, including individual
characteristics, family context, physical
health, and coping styles. Among these,
coping strategies play a critical role in how
individuals respond to stressors. Coping
strategies are defined as a set of cognitive and
behavioral efforts employed to manage or
reduce the impact of stress. These strategies
may be problem-focused, emotion-focused, or
avoidant, and the type of strategy adopted can
lead to different mental health outcomes. The
use of adaptive and effective coping strategies
is generally associated with better emotion
regulation and greater distress tolerance,
whereas  maladaptive  strategies  may
exacerbate psychological distress.

In addition to coping strategies, certain
psychological variables may mediate the
relationship between coping styles and distress
tolerance. Mindfulness, defined as purposeful,
nonjudgmental awareness of present-moment
experiences, is one such important
construct. Mindfulness can contribute to
reduced psychological distress and enhanced
well-being through increased emotional
awareness, decreased reactivity, and improved
emotion regulation. Mindfulness-based
practices can help individuals respond more
adaptively to stressful situations and employ
more effective coping strategies.

Furthermore, the level of physical activity is
recognized as an important factor influencing
mental health and emotion regulation. Regular
physical activity can play a supportive role in
reducing stress, improving mood, and
enhancing coping capacity. In contrast, low
levels of physical activity may be associated
with  increased negative psychological
symptoms and diminished coping resources.
This issue is particularly salient among
mothers of children with disabilities, who
often have limited opportunities for physical
activity due to caregiving responsibilities.
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Given the persistent psychological pressures
experienced by this group of mothers and the
concurrent roles of coping strategies,
mindfulness, and physical activity level in
emotion regulation and distress tolerance,
examining these variables within a structural
model can provide a more comprehensive
understanding of  the  psychological
mechanisms underlying their mental health.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to
explain a structural model of emotional
distress tolerance in mothers of children with
disabilities and low levels of physical activity,
based on coping strategies, with mindfulness
considered as a mediating variable.

Materials and Methods

The present study employed a descriptive-
correlational design. The study population
consisted of mothers of children with
disabilities and low levels of physical activity
who attended welfare centers in the city of
Qom during the summer of 2021. Using
convenience sampling, 200 participants were
selected. Participants completed the Distress
Tolerance Scale developed by Simons and
Gaher (2005), the Coping Strategies
Questionnaire by Folkman and Lazarus
(1985), and the short form of the Freiburg
Mindfulness Inventory developed by Walach
etal. (2006). Inclusion criteria included having
a child with a disability, low physical activity
level, basic literacy skills, willingness to
participate in the study, absence of diagnosed
psychological disorders, and no use of
psychiatric medications. Exclusion criteria
included incomplete questionnaire responses
and withdrawal from the study. Data were
analyzed  using  Pearson  correlation
coefficients and structural equation modeling
(SEM) through SPSS version 26 and AMOS
version 22.

Results

The results confirmed the significant negative
direct effect of emotion-focused coping

strategies on emotional distress tolerance (B=-
0.23, P<0.05). Additionally, a significant
positive direct effect was found for problem-
focused coping strategies on emotional
distress tolerance ($=0.43, P<0.05). The direct
effect of mindfulness on emotional distress
tolerance was also positive and significant (f
=0.49, p < 0.05).

The mediation analysis revealed significant
indirect effects. The indirect path from
emotion-focused coping to distress tolerance
through mindfulness was -0.088, suggesting
that mindfulness partially mediated this
relationship, accounting for 8.8% of the total
effect. Conversely, the indirect path from
problem-focused coping to distress tolerance
through mindfulness was 0.132, indicating
that mindfulness mediated this positive
relationship, accounting for 13.2% of the total
effect.

Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that coping
strategies play a significant role in explaining
emotional distress tolerance in this population.
Specifically, problem-focused coping
strategies were associated with increased
emotional  distress  tolerance, whereas
emotion-focused coping strategies were
associated with decreased distress tolerance.
These results suggest that active engagement
in problem-solving, logical appraisal of
stressful situations, and efforts to control or
modify stressors contribute to cognitive
coherence, reduced emotional turmoil, and
ultimately enhanced distress tolerance. In
contrast, emotion-focused coping strategies—
often characterized by avoidance, denial,
emotional suppression, or withdrawal—tend
to perpetuate stressful conditions and intensify
emotional distress.

The findings also indicated that mindfulness
has a direct and positive effect on emotional
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distress tolerance. By cultivating sustained,
nonjudgmental, and nonreactive awareness of
internal and external experiences, mindfulness
enables mothers to respond to stressful
situations more adaptively rather than
becoming entangled in threatening thoughts or
habitual ~emotional reactions. Through
improved emotion regulation, reduced
cognitive preoccupation, enhanced attentional
self-regulation, and greater emotional balance,
mindfulness  contributes to  increased
emotional distress tolerance.

The results confirmed the mediating role of
mindfulness in the relationship between
coping strategies and distress tolerance.
Problem-focused coping strategies appear to
enhance mindfulness, whereas emotion-
focused coping strategies may undermine it,
thereby creating distinct pathways to
emotional distress tolerance. These findings
underscore the importance of interventions
that simultaneously target adaptive coping
strategies and mindfulness skills, while also
considering the role of physical activity, to
support the psychological well-being of
mothers of children with disabilities.
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