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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of distress tolerance skills
training and parent behavioral training on the symptoms of oppositional defiant
disorder (ODD) in children diagnosed with ODD. This research was a quasi-
experimental study with a pretest—posttest—follow-up designand a control group and
was applied in nature. The statistical population included mothers of children aged 7
to 12 years with ODD living in Isfahan in 2023, from whom 60 participants were
purposefullyselectedand randomly assigned to three groups of 20 each. The research
instrument was the Child Symptom Inventory-4 (CSI-4). Measurements were
conducted at the pretest stage, posttest stage (after 8 weeks of distress tolerance skills
training and parent behavioral training interventions), and follow-up stage (3 months
after the posttest). Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) and repeated measures ANOVA with SPSS version 25. The results
indicated that distress tolerance training and parent behavioral training had a
statistically significant effect on reducing oppositional defiant behaviors in children
(p = .001). Furthermore, the results revealed no statistically significant difference
between the two interventions regarding their impact on ODD symptoms in children
(p=.130). Howewer, the effect size of parent behavioral training was greater than that
of distress tolerance skills training. It is recommended to use educational protocols
based on distress tolerance skills training and parent behavioral training to reduce
ODD symptoms in children.

Keywords: distress tolerance, parent behavioral training, oppositional defiant
disorder
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD) is one of the most prevalent disruptive behavior disorders in childhood,
defined by persistent irritability, argumentative and defiant behaviors, and vindictiveness toward authority
figures (American Psychiatric, 2022). The global prevalence of ODD is estimated to range from 2% to 16%
among school-age children (Lopez et al., 2024; Matthys & Lochman, 2017), and its early emergence is
associated with a cascade of adverse outcomes including academic underachievement, interpersonal conflicts,
peer rejection, and an increased risk of later conduct disorder and antisocial personality traits (George &
Laitano, 2023; Gomez & Stavropoulos, 2019; Waldman et al., 2021). Within the family system, negative
parent-child interactions—such as inconsistent discipline, harsh punishment, and low positive reinforcement—
have been identified as key predictors of the onset and maintenance of ODD (Lin et al., 2016; Roubinov et
al., 2020).

Parent-focused interventions, particularly behavioral parent training (BPT), have long been recognized as
evidence-based treatments for disruptive behavior disorders. BPT equips parents with strategies to increase
positive reinforcement, implement consistent consequences, and establish structured home environments
(Ghodrati Mirkouhi et al., 2016; Moharramzadeh et al., 2023). Empirical studies show that parent training
improves child compliance, reduces aggression, and enhances parent-child relationship quality (Cova et al.,
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2020; Salagi et al., 2023; Tatlari et al., 2023). Additionally, research highlights that telehealth and context-
adapted delivery of parent training can be effective even in underserved populations (Dahiya et al., 2022).
Parallel to behavioral approaches, distress tolerance (DT) skills—derived from dialectical behavior therapy—
have gained attention as protective factors against emotional dysregulation. DT refers to the capacity to endure
aversive emotional states without resorting to impulsive or maladaptive responses (Veilleux, 2019). Parents
with low DT may react to a child’s oppositional behaviors with anger or inconsistency, exacerbating coercive
cycles. Enhancing DT among caregivers can interrupt this cycle by fostering patience, emotional awareness,
and adaptive coping strategies (Aghili & Kashiri, 2022; Gholizadeh & Haroon Rashidi, 2024; Safikhni
Gholizadeh et al., 2024). Prior research suggests that interventions targeting DT can improve emotional
regulation and interpersonal functioning among adults under stress (Dashtban Zadeh Nushabadi et al., 2024;
Foroutan et al., 2018; Mottaqian et al., 2024).

Although BPT and DT skills training are both theoretically and empirically grounded, direct comparisons of
their efficacy in reducing ODD symptoms are scarce, particularly within non-Western cultural contexts where
parenting practices and stress profiles may differ (Chiarenza et al., 2018; Lopez et al., 2024). The current
study aimed to compare the effectiveness of distress tolerance skills training and parent behavioral training in
reducing ODD symptoms in children aged 7-12 years, thereby informing culturally sensitive and flexible
intervention choices for clinicians and families.

Methods and Materials

This research adopted a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest—follow-up design with a control group. The
statistical population comprised mothers of children aged 7 to 12 years diagnosed with ODD in Isfahan, Iran,
during 2023-2024. Sixty participants were recruited purposively and randomly assigned to three groups (n =
20 each): distress tolerance training, parent behavioral training, and control. Inclusion criteria required a
confirmed ODD diagnosis based on the Children’s Symptom Inventory-4 (CSI-4), maternal psychological
stability, and no concurrent psychological or pharmacological interventions.

Interventions were delivered across eight weekly 60-minute sessions for the DT group, based on dialectical
behavior therapy manuals emphasizing attention-shifting, self-soothing through sensory channels, meaning-
making, spirituality, and emotion regulation strategies. The BPT group received nine 60-minute sessions of
structured behavioral parent training grounded in Barkley’s manual, including positive attention, differential
reinforcement, token economies, time-out, and behavior management in public contexts. The control group
received no active intervention during the study period.

Data collection utilized the parent-report version of the CSI-4 for ODD symptoms at three time points: baseline
(pretest), post-intervention (eight weeks), and follow-up (three months post-intervention). Statistical analyses
were performed with SPSS v25 using multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) and repeated measures
ANOVA to evaluate within- and between-group effects, with significance set at a. = 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive analyses revealed comparable demographic characteristics across groups, with mothers primarily
aged 30-40 years and varied educational backgrounds. Baseline ODD symptom scores did not differ
significantly between groups.

Repeated measures ANOVA indicated a significant main effect of time on ODD symptoms, reflecting overall
improvement from pretest to posttest and follow-up. Both distress tolerance and parent behavioral training
groups exhibited substantial reductions in ODD symptom severity immediately after the intervention and
maintained gains at three-month follow-up, whereas the control group showed no meaningful change.
Multivariate testing (Pillai’s Trace, Wilks’ Lambda, Hotelling’s Trace, and Roy’s Largest Root) consistently
rejected the null hypothesis, confirming significant intervention effects. Bonferroni post hoc analyses revealed
that ODD symptom means at posttest and follow-up were significantly lower than pretest in both treatment
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groups. Additionally, although the parent behavioral training group showed numerically greater symptom
reduction than the distress tolerance group, the between-group difference was not statistically significant.
Effect size estimates (partial eta squared) indicated strong within-group effects for time (n? = 0.71) and
moderate interaction effects between time and group (n? = 0.52), supporting the clinical relevance of both
interventions. The follow-up data confirmed the sustainability of treatment outcomes over three months.
Discussion and Conclusion

The present study demonstrated that both distress tolerance skills training and parent behavioral training are
effective, durable interventions for reducing oppositional defiant symptoms in children. The lack of a
statistically significant difference between the two methods suggests that each targets critical mechanisms
underpinning ODD—emotional dysregulation and coercive parent-child interactions—albeit through distinct
but complementary pathways.

These findings align with previous research showing the broad efficacy of parent-focused behavioral training
in improving child compliance and reducing disruptive behaviors (Fawadi, 2023; Ghodrati Mirkouhi et al.,
2016; Salagi et al., 2023; Tatlari et al., 2023). Similarly, the effectiveness of distress tolerance training
supports the growing body of evidence emphasizing the role of parental emotion regulation in managing child
psychopathology (Aghili & Kashiri, 2022; Safikhni Gholizadeh et al., 2024; Veilleux, 2019). Enhancing
parents’ capacity to endure aversive emotional states may disrupt the negative reinforcement cycles that
maintain oppositional behavior (Dashtban Zadeh Nushabadi et al., 2024; Gholizadeh & Haroon Rashidi,
2024).

Importantly, the cultural context of parenting in Iran underscores the value of flexible, accessible interventions.
While Western models of BPT have been validated extensively, integrating distress tolerance training may
resonate with families facing heightened emotional stress and stigma related to behavioral disorders
(Chiarenza et al., 2018; Lopez et al., 2024). This adaptability may facilitate engagement and adherence,
particularly when delivered virtually or in community settings (Cova et al., 2020; Dahiya et al., 2022).
Clinically, these findings encourage practitioners to consider both behavioral and emotional regulation
components when designing family-based interventions. For families struggling with high parental stress or
reactivity, DT skills may be prioritized; conversely, for those needing structured behavior management
strategies, BPT remains essential. The comparable efficacy of both approaches also suggests the potential for
integrative or stepped-care models that personalize treatment pathways based on family profiles.

In conclusion, this study expands the evidence base for culturally sensitive, parent-focused interventions for
ODD. Both distress tolerance skills training and parent behavioral training proved effective in improving child
outcomes and sustaining gains over time. These results support offering multiple, evidence-based avenues for
families and mental health providers to address oppositional behavior early, preventing its escalation into more
severe disorders and fostering healthier parent-child dynamics.
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