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Background: The mother-child relationship is considered one of the important factors in a child’s
development. So far, various training methods have been implemented to improve the mother-child
relationship, but no study has compared two commonly used approaches in this area that could lead
to practical strategies for improving mother-child relationships and promoting children's mental
health.

Aims: The present study aimed to compare the efficacy of mentalization-based parenting training on
improving the mother-child relationship.

Methods: The research method was a quasi-experimental design with pre-test and post-test. The
statistical population included all mothers and children with behavioral problems who visited
Aghaah, Afarinesh, and Nimrokh clinics in Shiraz in 2022. The research sample consisted of 40
mothers and children who were purposefully selected based on inclusion and exclusion criteria and
randomly assigned to two experimental groups (positive parenting and mentalization-based
parenting). After sample attrition, 15 mothers remained in the positive parenting group and 18 in the
mentalization-based parenting group. Participants completed the Parent-Child Relationship
Questionnaire (Pianta, 1992) before and after the training. The research findings were analyzed using
multivariate covariance analysis in SPSS 23 software.

Results: The results of multivariate covariance analysis showed that both positive parenting and
mentalization-based parenting training were effective in improving the mother-child relationship
(P< 0.001). The results of the Scheffé post hoc test indicated that mentalization-based parenting
training had a greater impact on improving the mother-child relationship compared to positive
parenting training (P< 0.001).

Conclusion: These findings can help parents and psychology professionals choose better methods
for nurturing and supporting children and fostering healthier family relationships. Based on the
findings, it can be concluded that practitioners may opt for mentalization-based parenting training
over positive parenting training for more effective improvement in the mother-child relationship.
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Introduction

Parenting is a complex and multidimensional task,
deeply rooted in emotional, cognitive, and behavioral
dynamics (Bateman et al., 2023). The quality of the
parent-child relationship, particularly the mother-
child dyad, has been shown to significantly influence
a child's emotional and social development. Within
this context, two major approaches—positive
parenting and parenting based on mentalization—
have gained significant attention for their potential to
enhance the quality of the mother-child relationship
and promote the child’s well-being.

Positive parenting, which emphasizes the cultivation
of a nurturing and supportive environment,
encourages the use of positive reinforcement, clear
communication, and the establishment of consistent
but non-punitive boundaries (Babicka-Wirkus et al.,
2023; Sandler et al., 2011). It prioritizes a child-
centered approach, focusing on building a strong
emotional connection between the parent and the
child, which fosters secure attachment (Arslan et al.,
2021; Zubrick et al., 2005). Research indicates that
positive parenting can reduce behavioral problems in
children and improve emotional regulation, empathy,
and social skills (Collins et al., 2000; Sanders, 2012).
These outcomes, in turn, reinforce the parent-child
bond, making positive parenting an essential aspect
of fostering long-term relational stability (Gardner et
al., 2019).

Parallel to positive parenting, parenting based on
mentalization has emerged as a vital concept for
improving parent-child interactions. Mentalization
refers to the capacity to understand the mental states
of oneself and others, such as beliefs, feelings, and
desires, which drive behavior (Fonagy et al., 2002).
In the context of parenting, mentalization-based
approaches emphasize the parent’s ability to
recognize and reflect on their child’s internal
experiences, promoting emotional attunement and
enhancing communication (Slade, 2005). This
capacity is crucial for developing secure attachment,
as it allows the child to feel understood and valued.
According to studies, mentalization-based parenting
interventions improve parents’ reflective functioning,
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which is associated with reductions in child
externalizing behaviors and increases in prosocial
behavior (Grienenberger et al., 2005; Suchman et al.,
2010). The importance of these two approaches is
underscored by the contemporary shift in parenting
interventions from a predominantly behavioral focus
to one that integrates cognitive and emotional
dimensions. Traditional parenting programs often
centered on disciplining children and controlling
behaviors. However, the rise of attachment theory
(Bowlby, 1988) and social learning theory (Bandura,
1977) has highlighted the importance of
understanding the child’s perspective, emotional
needs, and the reciprocal nature of the parent-child
relationship.  Both  positive  parenting  and
mentalization-based  approaches reflect these
theoretical developments by prioritizing emotional
connection, cognitive insight, and empathic
understanding, all of which are crucial for enhancing
the mother-child bond. Despite these theoretical
underpinnings, empirical research comparing the
relative efficacy of positive parenting training and
parenting based on mentalization in improving the
mother-child relationship remains limited. Studies
have separately shown that both approaches are
effective in reducing negative parenting practices,
enhancing parental sensitivity, and improving
children’s psychological outcomes (Hughes & Ensor,
2009; Sanders, 2012). However, there is a need for
more direct comparison to determine the specific
strengths of each approach and whether their
integration  could yield more  significant
improvements in the mother-child relationship.

The Current Study

This study aims to address this gap by examining the
efficacy of positive parenting training and parenting
based on mentalization on improving the quality of
the mother-child relationship. The primary objectives
are to: (1) assess whether positive parenting training
or parenting based on mentalization has a more
substantial effect on the emotional closeness,
communication, and overall relational satisfaction
between mothers and their children; and (2) explore
the possibility of integrating elements from both
approaches to develop a more holistic parenting
intervention.
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Understanding the relative and combined effects of
these two approaches is crucial for developing
effective interventions that can support parents in
fostering healthier, more responsive relationships
with their children. Given the growing emphasis on
mental health and emotional well-being in early
childhood development, the findings of this study
have the potential to inform best practices in
parenting interventions, contributing to improved
outcomes for both parents and children.

Method

The research method used in the present study was
quasi-experimental with a pre-test and post-test
design, without a control group. The statistical
population of this study included all mothers and
children who visited the Aghaah, Afarinesh, and
Nimrokh counseling centers in Shiraz in 2022. The
sample consisted of 40 mothers and children, selected
through purposive sampling based on inclusion and
exclusion criteria, and randomly assigned to two
experimental groups (positive parenting and
mentalization-based parenting).

The inclusion criteria were: informed consent from
both the child and the parent, a minimum educational
qualification of a high school diploma, and
willingness to participate in the training program. The
exclusion criteria included starting psychiatric
medication, missing more than three sessions, and
receiving other psychological services
simultaneously.

Regarding sample selection, based on the statistical
analysis method (multivariate covariance analysis, or
ANCOVA), to determine the effect size of the
training programs (comparing pre-test and post-test
scores), the G*Power software estimated a sample
size of 26 participants, with an effect size of 0.25, a
significance level of P < 0.05, a 95% confidence
interval, two groups, and two dependent variables.
However, considering the likelihood of dropout, 20
participants were selected for each group. Ultimately,
after the training sessions, 18 participants remained in
the mentalization-based parenting group and 15 in the
positive parenting group.

The implementation of the present study followed
these steps: After obtaining the necessary permits and
adhering to ethical principles outlined in the Helsinki
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Declaration, informed consent was obtained from the
mothers (or guardians) of the children. Three centers
providing child psychological services in Shiraz—
Aghaah, Afarinesh, and Nimrokh—were selected.
From the records of these centers, children with
emotional issues (such as anxiety and depression) and
behavioral problems (such as conduct disorders,
hyperactivity, and peer-related difficulties) were
identified. Based on inclusion criteria, such as
informed consent from both child and parent, a
minimum educational qualification of a high school
diploma, and willingness to participate in the training
program, participants were purposefully selected.
The mothers and children were invited to attend a
joint session at the Afarinesh counseling center,
where the researcher explained the study's objective,
participation requirements, and session schedules.
After obtaining written consent, the training sessions
commenced for the parents. The analysis method for
this study included descriptive statistics (mean,
standard deviation) and inferential statistics
(ANCOVA) using SPSS version 23.

Results

The average age of the mothers and their children in
the positive parenting group was 32.5 + 3.33 years
and 8.86 = 1.55 years, respectively, and in the
mentalization-based parenting group, it was 31.66 +
4.53 years and 8.94 + 1.39 years. According to an
independent t-test, there were no significant
differences between the two groups, indicating that
the groups were comparable (p > 0.05). Additionally,
the Mann-Whitney test showed that both groups were
matched in terms of the mothers' educational level
(Mann-Whitney = 114, p > 0.05) and the number of
children (Mann-Whitney = 125, p > 0.05). Table 1
presents the results of multivariate tests, which assess
the differences in mean parent-child relationship
scores across the stages of training for the
experimental groups. The information in the table
shows that all multivariate tests were significant,
indicating the presence of a main effect related to the
repetition factor (pre-test and post-test) as well as an
interaction effect between the groups and repetition
(i.e., differences between the groups over time).
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Table 1. The results of the multivariate within-subject effects test to compare the scores of the experimental groups

Trace Value F Df  Df Error Sig Effect Size
Pillai's trace 0.513  21.607 2 41 0.001 0.513
Repeat Wilk:s' lambda 0.487  21.607 2 41 0.001 0.513
Hotelling's Trace 1.054  21.607 2 41 0.001 0.513
Roy's largest root ~ 1.054  21.607 2 41 0.001 0.513
Pillai's trace 0.505 7.093 4 84 0.001 0.252
Repeat * Group Wilk_s' lambda 0.539 7.413 4 82 0.001 0.266
Hotelling's Trace 0.772 7.717 4 80 0.001 0.278
Roy's largest root ~ 0.644 13.527 2 42 0.001 0.392

Table 2 provides pairwise comparisons to examine
the differences in parent-child relationship scores
across the training stages for each experimental
group. According to the results, in the mentalization-
based parenting group, the difference between the
pre-test and post-test mean scores was significant
(p< 0.05). Comparing the mean scores in both stages,

it can be observed that the post-test scores
significantly decreased compared to the pre-test
scores. Similarly, in the positive parenting group, the
difference between the pre-test and post-test mean
scores was significant (p< 0.05), with post-test scores
showing a significant decrease.

Table 2. The Bonferroni test results

Group Stage Mean difference SD Sig
parenting based on mentalization Pre-test Post-test 1.80 0.266 0.001
positive parenting training Pre-test Post-test 1.33 0.22 0.001

The results in Table 2 indicate that the adjusted mean
scores for emotional-behavioral problems suggest
that the Mentalizing Parenting group had fewer issues
compared to the Positive Parenting Training group.
Similarly, regarding the parent-child relationship, the
Mentalizing Parenting group showed a stronger
relationship compared to the Positive Parenting
Training group.

Conclusion

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of
positive parenting training and mentalization-based
parenting training on improving the parent-child
relationship. The results of data analysis
demonstrated that positive parenting training led to
improvements in the parent-child relationship.

In explaining the effectiveness of positive parenting
training on improving the parent-child relationship
and reducing children's emotional and behavioral
problems, it can be argued that Iranian mothers may
have traditionally relied on stricter disciplinary
methods. Positive parenting training introduces
alternative strategies that promote discipline without
resorting to harsh punishments (Sanders, 2003),
aligning with many mothers’ desire to create a
nurturing, non-violent environment, which in turn
improves the parent-child relationship. Positive
parenting training also provides practical skills and
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techniques for effective communication, problem-
solving, and behavior management (Sanders et al.,
2014). When mothers can use these skills to manage
their children's behavior, they feel less frustration and
failure, which can contribute to an overall
improvement in their relationship.

Regarding the greater effectiveness of mentalization-
based parenting compared to positive parenting on the
parent-child relationship, it can be explained that
mentalization-based training encourages parents to
explore and understand the underlying emotional and
psychological factors contributing to their child's
behavioral issues (Fonagy et al., 1991). While
positive parenting offers tools to manage behaviors
(Sanders et al., 2012), it may not always address the
deeper emotional issues causing the behavioral
problems. Without addressing these underlying
causes, emotional and behavioral changes may be less
pronounced in positive parenting training compared
to mentalization-based training. Mentalization-based
parenting guides parents to help their child gain
insight into the emotions driving their behavior
(Bateman et al., 2016). As the child's self-awareness
increases, parents can facilitate real emotional and
behavioral change from within the child, resulting in
a more effective improvement in the parent-child
relationship compared to positive parenting
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techniques, which primarily focus on external
rewards and consequences for behavior modification.
Another principle that positive parenting education
emphasizes is the creation of a positive and
supportive home environment. This approach states
that children of all ages need a healthy, safe, and
supportive environment to provide them with
opportunities to explore, experiment, and play. This
principle is considered as a basic principle for
improving healthy growth and preventing injuries and
inappropriate collisions in the home environment.
Mothers' efforts to create a harmonious and peaceful
family environment can benefit from techniques that
reduce conflicts and repair the parent-child
relationship (Sanders et al., 2014). In the field of
mentalization training, people, especially children,
through behavioral adaptation, change their behaviors
and responses based on a better understanding and
awareness of their feelings, thoughts, and emotions.
It consists of adapting one's actions and reactions in a
more constructive and rather adaptive way, taking
into account one's own emotional experiences and the
emotions of those around them. Parents who have
been trained in mentalization are more likely to
identify the underlying emotional causes of their
child's behavioral problems (Bateman et al., 2023).
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This leads to addressing deep-rooted emotional
concerns, which leads to more effective behavioral
adjustments.
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1. Parent reflective function (PRF)
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1. Child Parent Relationship Scale
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