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Objectives: Recently, considerable attention has been paid to the field of positive psychology, 
and one of the variables that has been investigated in this field is narrative therapy. Therefore, 
this study investigated the effect of narrative therapy on the psychological capital of mothers of 
children with developmental and intellectual disabilities.

Methods: This study was an applied experimental research (pre-test-post-test with a control 
group). The study’s statistical population includes mothers of children with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities in Aliabad Katul City, Iran, in the academic year of 2021-2022 who 
volunteered to participate in the research. From this population, 30 mothers who scored low on 
the psychological capital questionnaire were purposefully selected and randomly assigned to 
two groups (experimental and control). Luthans psychological capital questionnaire was used 
to collect data. The intervention was a narrative therapy educational program implemented in 
eight 50-minute sessions in a group format. Data were analyzed using covariance analysis in 
SPSS software, version 22.

Results: The results demonstrated that narrative therapy has a significant effect on increasing 
psychological capital (P=0.05). Also, the results showed that narrative therapy significantly 
affects dimensions of psychological capital including self-efficacy, hope, resilience, and 
optimism.

Discussion: Therefore, a training program in narrative therapy can be used as a helpful 
treatment to increase the psychological capital of mothers of children with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities.
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Highlights 

• One of the concepts investigated in positive psychology is psychological capital. The results of this study showed 
that narrative therapy has a significant effect on the psychological capital of mothers of children with developmental 
and intellectual disabilities.

• Also, the result of this research demonstrated that narrative therapy has a significant effect on psychological capital 
subscales such as hope, optimism, resilience, and self-efficacy.

Plain Language Summary 

Intellectual and developmental disability is one of the categories of people with special needs. This disability has a 
lot of impact on parents and siblings. Different treatment methods are used to reduce the psychological problems of 
parents of children with intellectual disabilities. One of these treatment methods is narrative therapy. The findings of 
this research show that narrative therapy has a significant effect on the psychological capital of mothers of children 
with intellectual and developmental disabilities.

Introduction

ntellectual and developmental disability 
(IDD) is a type of disability that occurs 
before the age of 18 and is identified by 
an important limitation in both intellectual 
functioning and adaptive behavior, which 

includes many daily adaptive and social skills [1]. The 
prevalence of this disability is more than 1% in society 
[2]. The effects of having a child with IDD on the family 
are serious, so this disability in a child or children creates 
many emotional and economic disorders in the family 
in addition to threatening the mother-child relationship 
[3]. The birth of a child with a disability can bring feel-
ings of worthlessness, guilt, or many psychological ill-
nesses [4] such as depression [5], feelings of inadequacy, 
powerlessness, and experiences of negative emotions 
[6]. In such a situation, although all the members of the 
family and its function suffer due to their traditional 
role as caregivers, mothers take on more responsibili-
ties towards their disabled children, resulting in more 
psychological problems [7]. It is hypothesized that prob-
lems related to caring for a troubled child put parents, 
especially mothers, at risk for mental health problems 
[8]. However, some studies show that these people have 
some positive psychological variables, they show that 
positive psychological variables can turn this challenge 
into an opportunity to empower parents, increase the ca-
pacity to accept a child with a disability and the feeling 
of inadequacy, reduce their discomfort, and ultimately 
improve their quality of life [9]. 

One of these variables is psychological capital, which 
ensures the mental health of these mothers by adjusting 

and diminishing the traumatic factors [10]. Psychological 
capital has shown a high capacity for adjustment and ac-
ceptance of disabled children as well as increasing family 
functioning in different life situations [11]. Psychologi-
cal capital is a new concept introduced as positive human 
and social capital, consisting of four constructs: Hope, 
optimism, resilience, and self-efficacy. Each of them is 
regarded as a positive psychological capacity that can 
develop and significantly impact the interpersonal, so-
cial, and problem-solving behaviors of parents of IDD 
children and influence various aspects of cognitive, emo-
tional function, and belief systems [12]. Research shows 
that psychological interventions have an effective role in 
controlling or reducing psychological symptoms or in-
creasing mothers’ social and psychological abilities with 
IDD children. Interventions are designed based on par-
ents’ narratives and for parents to help them reduce the 
effects of problems in their lives using the skills, beliefs, 
values, and abilities that parents have. Therefore, one of 
the new treatments that can reduce the problems of these 
mothers is narrative therapy [13].

In narrative therapy, human problems are viewed as 
issues that arise from agonizing stories affecting one’s 
life. The treatment process examines how people ana-
lyze their life stories by themselves, with the overall 
focus and emphasis being on creating new meanings in 
life [14]. According to this approach, the client’s biog-
raphy is edited by the patient and the therapist, and the 
treatment serves as the biography editor. In other words, 
the therapist provides an active role for clients in treat-
ment [15]. In this method, the individual learns to take 
responsibility for relieving and improving his or her psy-
chological problems and practices it [16]. The treatment 
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process examines how people analyze their life stories 
by themselves, and the primary focus and emphasis is 
on creating new meanings in life. Problems are like sto-
ries that people agree to tell themselves [17]. In narrative 
therapy, life can be found differently and from a new per-
spective. The rewriting of life is the ultimate goal of the 
narrative-therapeutic process [18].

Several studies have used the postmodern therapeu-
tic approach, primarily narrative therapy. Carlson, and 
Epston [19], Greene [20], and Baldiwala and Kanakia 
[21] have emphasized the effect of narrative therapy on 
reducing psychological problems. Carlson and Epston, 
in a study titled “hope and narrative therapy,” showed 
that narrative therapy increases hope [19]. In another 
study entitled “narrative therapy for people with depres-
sion: Improving cognitive and emotional symptoms and 
consequences,” Seo et al. showed that narrative therapy 
reduces psychological and emotional problems associ-
ated with depression [22]. In a study to investigate the 
“effectiveness of group narrative therapy on the empow-
erment of female-headed households,” Eslami et al. also 
showed that narrative therapy is efficient in the empow-
erment of female-headed households [23].

Given what has been said, mothers of children with 
intellectual disabilities are under double pressure in 
the process of birth and raising their children. They tell 
themselves stories full of problems that seem to affect the 
components of their psychological capital (self-efficacy, 
optimism, hope, and resilience). Based on the previous 
studies, no research has investigated narrative therapy’s 
effectiveness in increasing mothers with IDD children’s 
psychological capital. Therefore, considering the exist-
ing research gaps, this study investigates the narrative 
therapy affects the psychological capital of mothers with 
IDD children.

Materials and Methods

This study was applied in terms of purpose using an 
experimental design (pre-test-post-test) with a control 
group for data collection. Narrative therapy was the 
independent variable, and psychological capital and its 
components were the dependent variables. The study’s 
statistical population included all mothers of children 
with intellectual disabilities in Aliabad Katoul City, Iran, 
in the academic year 2021-2022. Through available sam-
pling, 30 volunteer members of the community who had 
a low score (score between 24 and 40) in the Luthans 
psychological capital questionnaire (2007) and had other 
inclusion criteria were randomly assigned to experimen-
tal and control groups (each group of 15 people). 

Inclusion criteria were as follows: 1) The mother’s 
minimum age of 25 and the maximum age of 50, 2) 
The mother with primary education and higher, 3) A 
child with IDD, 4) A child with no other disability, 5) 
The healthy mother with no visual, hearing, and men-
tal disorders. Also, exclusion criteria were: 1) Taking 
psychiatric drugs, 2) Simultaneously participating in 
another psychological intervention, 3) Being more than 
two sessions absent, and 4) Not wishing to continue co-
operation.

Before the intervention, the members of the experimen-
tal and control groups answered the Luthans psychologi-
cal capital questionnaire in the form of a pre-test. After 
the necessary coordination, narrative therapy training 
sessions based on Lopez et al.’s treatment protocol [24] 
were held in 8 sessions of 50 minutes, twice a week, in 
groups, observing health protocols and maintaining so-
cial distancing to prevent the spread of the coronavirus.

Following the intervention, the participants in the ex-
perimental and control groups completed a post-test by 
responding to the questionnaire’s items. The outlines 
during the training sessions included:

This protocol is based on Lopez et al., studies of 2014, 
which was used by Jafari et al. [24] (Table 1).

Data were collected using the Luthans psychological 
capital questionnaire. The questionnaire consists of 24 
questions; each subscale has 6 items. Subjects answered 
each item on a 6-point Likert scale from completely dis-
agree (score 1), disagree (score 2), somewhat disagree 
(score 3), somewhat agree (score 4), agree (score 5), 
and completely agree (score 6). Each subscale is scored 
separately and then the total scores of the subscales are 
calculated as psychological capital.

According to Luthans, et al. psychological capital en-
hances the value of human capital, knowledge and skills 
of individuals, and social capital of the network of re-
lationships between them in the organization [25]. This 
is because psychological capital relies on psychological 
variables of positivity like hope, optimism, resilience, 
and self-efficacy [26]. Luthans et al. believed that the re-
lationship between the dimensions of this questionnaire 
and psychological capital is very high. They reported the 
Cronbach α for the subscales of hope, resilience, self-
efficacy, and optimism, and the whole scale was 0.72, 
0.71, 0.75, 0.74, and 0.88, respectively [25]. Also, based 
on Hashemi Nosratabad et al. using the Cronbach α 
method, the reliability of the questionnaire was obtained 
at 0.85 [27].
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After collecting pre-test and post-test scores, the data 
were entered into SPSS software, version 22, and de-
scriptive and inferential statistics were used to analyze 
the data. Mean±SD were used to describe the score of 
psychological capital and its components in the pre-test 
and post-test. Analysis of covariance was used to test the 
research hypotheses.

Results

Based on demographic questions, 13 participants 
(43.33%) were in the age range of 20 and 25, 12(40%) 
were in the range of 26 to 30 years, and 5(16.67%) were 
in the range of 31 to 35 years. The Mean±SD partici-
pants’ ages ranged from 23 to 35 years old 26.6±3.70. In 

terms of education, 7(23.33%) had diplomas, 12(40%) 
had post-diplomas and bachelor’s degrees, 9(30%) had 
master’s degrees, and 2(6.7%) had doctoral degrees. The 
Mean±SD of the psychological capital variable and its 
dimensions are represented in Table 2 for the pre-test and 
post-test groups separately.

Examining the assumptions of covariance analysis 
showed that the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test values for the 
variable of psychological capital and its dimensions are 
not significant, P=0.05, and the distribution of these vari-
ables is normal. Levene’s test showed that the assumption 
of homogeneity of error variances for the variables of psy-
chological capital, F=3.20, P≥0.05, self-efficacy, F=1.20, 
P=0.05, hope, F=0.83, P=0.05, resilience, F=3.82, P=0.05, 

Table 1. Content of narrative therapy training sessions [24]

Session Purpose Content

1 Familiarity of members with 
each other

Members were asked to express their purposes for attending the workshop, express-
ing the basic rules of the workshop by the researcher, regular presence, performing 
the task, expressing the principle of confidentiality, and the value of training sessions 
for the members.

2 Valuing therapeutic content 
and focusing on references

Adequate description of goals, values, and therapeutic content; making a shared 
position in treatment and centering clients; description of the problematic story; 
listening carefully to the details of the client’s language; co-naming the problem by 
prioritizing words and language.

3
Separation of problems from 
the identity of the reference 

and its isolation

Listening carefully to the language, words, and metaphors of the references; using 
the language of extrapolation and separating the problem from the client’s identity 
and communication; examining the narrative of each member from the point of view 
of other group members.

4 Challenging opinions and reac-
tions to problems

Challenging the story and providing an explanatory perspective outside of the prob-
lem to people: The reference deals with advice in small narratives and externalization 
of the problem; so that she distinguishes between herself and the problem. Also, 
people are encouraged to express their opinions and reactions to problems through 
effective questions.

5 Deconstruction of problematic 
narratives

Naming the problem; redefining or giving a new label to the problem, proposing 
alternative narratives and references; helping clients gain awareness, power, and 
a sense of personal agency and hope by discussing unique outcomes; encouraging 
members to behave contrary to the story is full of problems

6 Focusing on feelings and 
problems

Asking clients about exceptions and unique cases when clients are not under pres-
sure; focusing and emphasizing the details of feelings thoughts, and behaviors of 
these unique cases; the expansion of these unique cases to the present. 

7 Teaching important skills such 
as speaking and listening

Sharing your story with group members; talking about important people in the past 
and present life to remember unresolved problems; teaching all kinds of skills, includ-
ing 1) Speaking skills: Each person should speak on his behalf; people describe their 
sensory information (expressing thoughts, expressing feelings, projecting desires); 
2) Listening skills, asking clients to write letters, forgiving, forgetting or letting go of 
abusive and abusive people and those who caused unpleasant memories for clients 
in the past.

8 Highlighting previous positive 
experiences

Memories and possible actions of the authorities regarding the contents of the previ-
ous meeting; talking about positive experiences and alternative narratives; retelling 
and fixing alternative narratives; verification and confirmation of alternative narra-
tives of references; evaluation of results and elimination of defects.

9
Making a change in the target-

ing of referrals and emphasizing 
the principle of reality

Using new elements in the narrative; examining priorities, dreams, goals, and impor-
tant people in life; changing the framework of a person’s life; relying on the strengths 
of the references; analyzing the relationship between the new narrative and the per-
son’s life; streamlining the new narrative and critical point.

10 Closing sessions
Continuation of sessions on rewriting life stories, reviewing new stories, predicting 
possible problems, final editing of a new narrative, playing a role in the new story of 
your life, implementing the desired questionnaires
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and optimism, F=2.91, P=0.05, are established. Also, the 
assumption of homogeneity of the regression slopes for the 
variables of psychological capital, F=0.74, P=0.05, self-
efficacy, F=2.28, P=0.05, hope, F=1.76, P=0.05, resilience, 
F=2.08, P=0.05, and optimism, F=0.69, P=0.05 was main-
tained. As a result, analysis of covariance was used to test 
the research hypotheses. Table 3 shows that by controlling 
the pre-test effect, there is a significant difference between 
the two experimental and control groups in terms of psy-
chological capital variable, F=93.27, P<0.001. Narrative 
therapy has been effective on the psychological capital of 
the participants in the experimental group compared to the 

control group. The effect of the intervention is 0.77. In other 
words, 0.77 changes in psychological capital are explained 
by narrative therapy.

Pillai’s effect test showed that there is a significant 
difference between the two experimental and con-
trol groups in terms of at least one dependent variable 
(psychological capital dimensions), F=27.47, P<0.001. 
Therefore, to find out the differences between groups, 
univariate analysis of covariance was performed in the 
text of multivariate covariance analysis, the results of 
which are presented in Table 4.

Table 2. Mean±SD of psychological capital and its dimensions

Variables Steps
Mean±SD

Experimental Control

Self-efficacy
Pre-test 11.66±3.06 12.00±2.26

Post-test 18.40±3.71 11.86±2.03

Hope
Pre-test 10.46±1.84 11.93±1.49

Post-test 16.33±2.25 11.00±2.10

Resilience
Pre-test 10.46±2.82 11.80±2.21

Post-test 15.00±3.94 10.86±1.95

Optimism
Pre-test 9.80±1.82 10.20±1.52

Post-test 14.66±2.35 10.86±1.45

Psychological capital
Pre-test 42.40±6.45 46.66±5.25

Post-test 64.40±7.20 44.60±3.62

Table 3. Results of analysis of covariance on post-test scores of psychological capitals

Variable SS df MS F p Effect Size

Psychological capital 2893.09 1 2893.09 93.27 <0.001 0.77

Table 4. Results of analysis of covariance on post-test scores of self-efficacy, resilience, hope, and optimism

Variables SS df MS F p Effect Size

Self-efficacy 339.47 1 339.47 53.28 <0.001 0.66

Hope 172.92 1 172.92 35.05 <0.001 0.56

Resilience 158.65 1 158.65 17.85 <0.001 0.39

Optimism 103.95 1 103.95 26.50 <0.001 0.49
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Table 4 shows that after controlling the pre-test effect, 
there was a significant difference between the two ex-
perimental and control groups in terms of dimensions 
of self-efficacy, F=53.28, P<0.001, hope, F=35.05, 
P<0.001, resilience, F=17.85, P<0.001, and optimism, 
F=26.50, P<0.001. In other words, narrative therapy has 
been effective in the self-efficacy, hope, resilience, and 
optimism of the participants in the experimental group 
compared to the control group. The effect of the inter-
vention for the above dimensions was 0.66, 0.56, 0.39, 
and 0.49, respectively. 

Discussion

This study investigated the effectiveness of narrative 
therapy in increasing the psychological capital of moth-
ers of children with IDD. The findings showed that 
narrative therapy increases the psychological capital of 
mothers of children with intellectual disabilities and its 
components.

Although no research was found directly assessing 
the effectiveness of narrative therapy on increasing the 
psychological capital of mothers of children with IDD, 
the results of this study are in line with some similar re-
search. Our findings corroborate Fooladi et al.’s study 
on the effectiveness of group narrative therapy on the 
psychological well-being of mothers of children with 
hearing impairment [28]. It is also in line with Khodayari 
Fard and Sohrabpour’s results on the effectiveness of 
narrative therapy on the well-being and psychological 
helplessness of Iranian women [29]. Our results also 
align with Baldiwala and Kanakia’s study, titled “the 
use of narrative therapy in the treatment of disorders in 
families with children with developmental disorders: 
A qualitative study.” The study showed that narrative 
therapy plays an effective role in reducing psychological 
problems and increasing the quality of life and mental 
health [21]. 

To explain the results and the reasons for the effect of 
this approach on the psychological capital of mothers of 
IDD children, we can refer to the view that “the person is 
not the problem” in narrative therapy. This point of view 
in narrative therapy is a very useful and effective ap-
proach in paying attention to inefficient beliefs and cor-
recting them, externalizing and disarming the problem, 
creating the ability to look at the problem from different 
angles, and finally creating a different interpretation and 
rewriting the life story [30].

Narrative therapy seems to have helped the resilience 
of mothers of IDD children by separating the individual 
from the problem, deconstructing uncompromising sto-
ries, and creating an atmosphere of choice. As Baldiwala 
and Kanakia have acknowledged, narrative therapy em-
phasizes the individual’s separation from his problem, 
making one realize that he or she can experience new 
things [21]. The “self” that was feeling inefficient due 
to mixing with the problem has become hopeful and 
feels efficient. This change from the “victim” role to 
an “agent” person creates flexible strategies. As Pro-
chaska and Norcross have acknowledged, people using 
language in narrative therapy can become aware, under-
stand, and accept their emotions with less impulsivity 
and more flexibility [31]. Consequently, the old and non-
useful concepts woven into each other in the stories of 
one’s life are challenged in this method [21]. By expand-
ing the view of references to themselves and discover-
ing new information, new concepts are created. This 
information creates a suitable environment for positive 
changes in the client’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. 
When space and distance between the problem and the 
individual arise, the problem can be better investigated 
and the space of choice is formed. This space helps the 
individual to recognize what is constructive or counter-
productive, which can lead to increased resilience. In 
this case, Caldwell says, talking about the problem does 
not mean talking about the individual, and the existential 
nature of the problem is not part of the inner truth of the 
individual [32]. In this situation, a space is made for the 
person to relax and use for searching or moving around 
to solve his problem. This is a space, in which a per-
son, in collaboration with other people referred to as the 
narrative therapists, creates a new relationship between 
himself and the problem. This problem-solving move 
increases people’s resilience in the face of stressful situ-
ations. Given that language plays an important role in 
making experiences and semantics of events, the thera-
pist used the language elements to create a different story 
in which mothers could overcome the problem.

Another reason is the impact of narrative therapy on the 
whole life and changing the overall narrative of the per-
son instead of addressing one or more minor problems. 
Therefore, narrative therapy provides an opportunity for 
persons to review the roles they have set for themselves 
and others in the path of life. Attending psychotherapy 
sessions helps people to redefine problems in all areas 
as solvable by changing the dominant negative narrative 
through questioning, externalization, renaming, unique 
results, and finally rewriting and changing the life story 
to abilities. They hope to solve other life issues them-
selves. It seems that the mothers of IDD children gained 
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a new perspective on themselves and realities in the 
treatment process which caused a reduction in unhealthy 
thoughts and attitudes towards themselves and the sur-
rounding environment in different dimensions and made 
them pay attention to their abilities in a more realistic 
way. Adopting this new position made people feel self-
efficacy to deal with problems and optimistically design 
a new narrative in which they hope to find new solutions 
instead of giving up.

The effect of narrative therapy on the psychological 
capital of mothers of IDD children can also be explained 
from the path of responsibility. Narrative therapy takes 
people from the position of passivity and helplessness to 
the position of choice and acceptance of responsibility 
and teaches people to look for new solutions and create 
their future [16]. The narrative therapist helps individuals 
to draw paths, narratives, different forms of life parts, op-
portunities, and possibilities in a broad way in their lives 
[20]. It teaches people that because they are responsible 
for creating and interpreting the stories of their lives, they 
must accept responsibility for their behavior [33]. Moth-
ers of children with IDD accepted the responsibility of 
maintaining or changing the meaning of their life story 
by understanding this issue. Responsibility strengthens 
the sense of agency, self-efficacy, and resilience.

In narrative therapy, people can more easily adapt to cur-
rent events through therapeutic conversations and telling 
their life stories [34]. A narrative therapist helps mothers 
chart the different paths, narratives, forms of life, oppor-
tunities, and possibilities in their lives. As Green pointed 
out, this interpretation leads to the fact that a person can 
achieve goals by relying on hope [20]. Clients’ dysfunc-
tional beliefs about themselves, others, and the future 
seem to have changed as a result of narrative therapy. 
They no longer appear to view themselves as alone and 
miserable after participating in group sessions and hear-
ing the stories of others who had experienced problems 
similar to their own. They heard narratives about how 
other people had overcome their problems and could 
see different perspectives for solving their challenges, 
as well as the feedback from the group’s members and 
the support they received from each other, widening the 
sparks of hope. Deconstruction and re-construction of 
narrative can affect the creation of a new path to achieve 
goals in creating hope in individual life. In addition, us-
ing the unique consequences technique, mothers found 
that they could move towards their goals and dreams in 
challenging situations and achieve success. These peo-
ple had generally forgotten their accomplishments over 
time or had put them on the sidelines of their narratives. 
Examining the unique consequences of regaining those 

experiences had a significant impact on the restoration of 
those experiences, consequently increasing the sense of 
hope in the members.

The effectiveness of the narrative therapy approach on 
the psychological capital of mothers of mentally retarded 
children included implicit levels of clients’ experiences, 
externalizing the problem, having an enhanced sense of 
personal agency, and giving authority and responsibility 
to the people themselves. Collaborative and non-hier-
archical work, intervention without blame, and moving 
from an intra-personal construction to a construction that 
is more interpersonal and relational is quite evident.

Restricting the scope of this study to mothers of children 
with intellectual disabilities, not having control over other 
variables affecting psychological capital, and not using a 
random sampling method were among the limitations of the 
present study. Therefore, to increase the generalizability of 
the results, it is suggested that this research be conducted in 
other contexts by controlling the variables affecting psycho-
logical capital and using a random sampling method. Given 
the effectiveness of this research in practice, it is recommend-
ed that family education instructors as well as therapists and 
counselors who work with mentally disabled children be in-
troduced to group narrative therapy so they can take effective 
measures to improve the mental health and psychological 
capital of mothers of mentally disabled children.

Conclusion

The present study can contribute to the literature in 
the field of narrative therapy. The findings of this study 
show that there was a significant difference between the 
two experimental and control groups in terms of dimen-
sions of self-efficacy, hope, resilience, and optimism. In 
general, the results showed that narrative therapy has ef-
fectively increased psychological capital and its dimen-
sions (self-efficacy, resilience, hope, and optimism) in 
mothers with IDD children.
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