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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of schema-based
parenting and brain-based parenting on the parental adaptability of mothers
whose children exhibit externalizing behavioral problems. This quasi-
experimental study employed a pretest—posttest—follow-up design with a
control group. The statistical population consisted of mothers of children aged
6-12 years with externalizing behavioral problems in District Two of Isfahan,
Iran, during the winter of 2025. A total of 45 mother—child dyads were
selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to three
groups: schema-based parenting, brain-based parenting, and control (15
participants per group). The interventions consisted of eight 70-90-minute
group sessions. The Parental Adaptability Questionnaire (Yousefi, 2021) was
administered at pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up. Data analysis was
performed using repeated-measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post hoc tests.
The results revealed a significant main effect of time and a significant
timexgroup interaction for parental adaptability (p<0.01). Between-group
comparisons indicated that schema-based parenting significantly improved
parental adaptability compared with the control group (p<0.05). However,
brain-based parenting did not differ significantly from the control group
(p>0.05). Improvements observed in the schema-based parenting group
remained relatively stable at follow-up, whereas changes in the brain-based
parenting group were not statistically meaningful. Overall, the study
demonstrated that schema-based parenting is an effective approach for
enhancing parental adaptability among mothers of children with externalizing
behavioral problems, whereas brain-based parenting did not produce
significant improvements. The findings highlight the clinical utility of
schema-based parenting in strengthening parental flexibility and constructive
family functioning.

Keywords: Schema-based parenting; Brain-based parenting; Parental
adaptability; Externalizing behavioral problems; Mothers
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Externalizing behavioral problems in children—including aggression, oppositionality, hyperactivity,
impulsivity, conduct violations, and difficulties in behavioral regulation—represent one of the most complex
and high-impact challenges in developmental psychology. These problems carry substantial consequences for
children’s psychosocial adjustment, academic trajectories, and long-term emotional well-being, while
imposing significant psychological and functional burdens on families (Babicka-Wirkus et al., 2023; Zhang
et al., 2025). Recent population-based studies have confirmed that internalizing and externalizing disorders
are widespread in various countries and often co-occur with adverse familial and contextual factors (Gonzalez-
Rubio et al., 2023; Labib et al., 2024). Much of the literature also indicates that children with elevated sensory
processing issues, emotional dysregulation, or limited behavioral control exhibit more pronounced
externalizing symptoms and often require sustained educational and psychological support (Valencia et al.,
2025). These findings collectively highlight the need for targeted family-centered interventions that address
both behavioral problems and the parental capacities required to manage them.

Within this context, parenting behaviors and the quality of parent—child interactions have been identified as
central determinants of behavioral functioning in children. Positive parenting practices, characterized by
warmth, consistency, and responsiveness, are associated with reductions in child externalizing behaviors
(Fuentes-Balderrama et al., 2020; Holtrop et al., 2015). Conversely, parenting stress, family conflict, and
exposure to dysfunctional communication patterns have been shown to exacerbate externalizing trajectories,
especially in children with limited self-regulation capacities (Akpolat et al., 2025; Pramono, 2020). The
Circumplex Model of family functioning posits that adaptability—defined as the capacity of families and
parents to modify roles, rules, and interactional patterns in response to developmental or contextual demands—
is a crucial component of healthy family functioning (Tajalli & Sabbaghirennani, 2021). Adaptable families
and parents show more flexible emotional responses, more effective conflict resolution skills, and are better
able to support children experiencing behavioral difficulties (Quezada-Ugalde et al., 2025; Ranta et al.,
2025). Thus, strengthening parental adaptability is not only beneficial but essential for families navigating
externalizing behavioral problems.

In the last decade, two innovative parenting approaches have gained growing empirical attention: schema-
based parenting and brain-based parenting. Schema-based parenting derives from schema therapy and focuses
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on identifying and modifying parents’ maladaptive schemas, early emotional learning experiences, and coping
styles that may impair parenting behaviors (Louis et al., 2021; Mehrabinia et al., 2022). Research shows that
such interventions enhance parents’ emotional regulation, reflective functioning, and overall relational
effectiveness with their children (Karimnejad Isfahani et al., 2024). Additionally, schema-oriented parenting
programs have demonstrated positive effects on parental self-efficacy, acceptance of the child, and adaptive
parent—child interaction quality (Qashqai et al., 2024; Valipour et al., 2024). These improvements are
theoretically linked to reductions in parenting stress and the consolidation of healthier, more flexible parenting
patterns.

Brain-based parenting, in contrast, integrates principles from developmental neuroscience, attachment theory,
and emotion regulation research. This approach teaches parents how childhood experiences shape brain
development and emphasizes techniques that foster neural integration, emotional attunement, and mindful
communication (Hughes & Baylin, 2012; Van de Werff, 2017). Studies indicate that brain-based parenting
training reduces parental stress, enhances awareness of children’s emotional expressions, and promotes more
regulated interactions, particularly among children exhibiting anxiety symptoms or social difficulties (Karimi
et al., 2024; Motovalibashi Naeini et al., 2026). However, despite evidence supporting both parenting
approaches, empirical comparisons between schema-based and brain-based parenting in relation to parental
adaptability, especially among mothers of children with externalizing behavioral problems, remain scarce.
Given that externalizing behaviors often intensify parental stress and disrupt flexible parental responses (Kader
& Roman, 2018; Santos et al., 2016), it is imperative to determine which parenting intervention best fosters
adaptability in this population. Therefore, this study sought to compare the effectiveness of schema-based
parenting and brain-based parenting in enhancing parental adaptability among mothers of children with
externalizing behavioral problems.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with three groups—schema-based parenting, brain-based
parenting, and a control group—using pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up assessments. The sample
consisted of forty-five mothers of children aged six to twelve years identified with externalizing behavioral
problems. Participants were selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to the three groups,
with fifteen mothers in each group. Inclusion criteria required that children exhibit clinically relevant
externalizing behaviors, and mothers agree to participate in all training sessions. The intervention included
eight group sessions lasting 70 to 90 minutes. The schema-based parenting sessions used a structured protocol
addressing maladaptive schemas, cognitive restructuring, emotional awareness, and corrective experiences in
parent—child interactions. The brain-based parenting training incorporated topics such as brain integration,
emotional resonance, mindful engagement, and understanding upper—lower brain functioning patterns.

The Parental Adaptability Questionnaire was administered at three time points: before training, after training,
and at the two-month follow-up. Data analysis included descriptive statistics, repeated-measures analysis of
variance, Mauchly’s test of sphericity, and Bonferroni post hoc comparisons. Normality and homogeneity of
variances were checked prior to conducting inferential analyses.

Findings

The results showed that the three groups did not differ significantly at baseline across demographic variables
or initial parental adaptability scores. Repeated-measures ANOVA indicated significant effects of time and a
significant time-by-group interaction. Parental adaptability increased substantially from pretest to posttest and
follow-up, but the magnitude of improvement varied across groups.

Bonferroni post hoc tests revealed that the schema-based parenting group showed a significant increase in
parental adaptability relative to the control group at both posttest and follow-up. The effect size for this
difference was moderate to large, suggesting meaningful practical improvement. In contrast, no statistically
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significant difference emerged between the brain-based parenting group and the control group. Additionally,
the comparison between the schema-based and brain-based parenting groups was not statistically significant,
although the schema-based group consistently displayed higher mean adaptability scores.

Within-group comparisons further confirmed that the schema-based parenting group demonstrated the largest
improvement from pretest to posttest, with a slight reduction at follow-up that nevertheless remained above
baseline. The brain-based parenting group showed a small, non-significant increase in adaptability, while the
control group showed no meaningful change. These findings indicate that only the schema-based parenting
intervention effectively enhanced parental adaptability in the target population.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that schema-based parenting produced a significant improvement in
parental adaptability among mothers of children with externalizing behavioral problems, whereas brain-based
parenting did not yield significant change. The superior effect of schema-based parenting may be attributed to
its direct engagement with parental schemas, emotional patterns, and cognitive responses that often influence
parenting behavior during challenging situations. By helping parents identify and restructure maladaptive
schemas, the intervention likely enabled them to respond more flexibly and effectively during conflicts or
emotional escalations initiated by their children.

Brain-based parenting, while theoretically robust and valuable, may not have produced significant changes in
this context due to the high behavioral intensity and disruptive nature of externalizing problems. Parents of
children with severe impulsivity, aggression, or defiance may require more explicit cognitive—behavioral tools
and deeper processing of emotional patterns than brain-based training sessions typically provide. Additionally,
the implementation period may not have been long enough for neurodevelopmentally oriented strategies to
translate into observable adaptability changes.

Another interpretation is that schema-based parenting may better align with the immediate needs of mothers
who face daily behavioral challenges, as it equips them with strategies for emotional regulation, conflict
resolution, and greater awareness of triggers within themselves. By contrast, brain-based parenting may be
more effective for children with internalizing difficulties or emotional vulnerabilities rather than overt
behavioral dysregulation.

The results emphasize that building parental adaptability requires interventions that address both emotional
and cognitive dimensions of parenting, particularly for families dealing with externalizing problems.
Enhancing adaptability helps parents maintain consistent boundaries, engage in flexible problem-solving, and
sustain emotional stability, all of which are critical for managing disruptive behaviors. The present findings
contribute to the literature by clarifying which parenting frameworks may be most effective for this specific
clinical population.

In conclusion, schema-based parenting appears to be an effective approach for enhancing parental adaptability
in mothers of children with externalizing behavioral problems, while brain-based parenting did not
demonstrate significant improvements in this domain. These results highlight the value of integrating schema-
focused techniques into parenting interventions for families facing significant behavioral challenges.
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