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Objective: This study aimed to develop and evaluate the effectiveness of a mother—
child interaction training package based on mothers’ lived experiences in improving
empathy among adolescent girls with emotional-behavioral problems.

Methodology: This exploratory mixed-method study included a qualitative phase
involving 20 mothers of adolescent girls with emotional-behavioral problems selected
through purposive and snowball sampling and assessed via semi-structured interviews,
analyzed through coding procedures. In the quantitative phase, 16 participants were
assigned to experimental and control groups in a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest
and two-month follow-up design. Instruments included the CBCL, Basic Empathy
Scale, and Parent—Child Interaction Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using mixed
ANOVA.

Findings: Results indicated significant main effects of time, group, and timexgroup
interaction on empathy scores (p < 0.001). The experimental group demonstrated
significantly higher empathy scores at posttest and follow-up compared to the control
group, with sustained effects over time. Effect sizes indicated a strong impact of the
intervention on outcome variables.

Conclusion: The mother—child interaction training package based on lived experience
is an effective intervention for enhancing empathy in adolescent girls with emotional—
behavioral problems and may be applied in family-based mental health programs.

Keywords: empathy, mother—child interaction, training package, adolescent girls,
emotional-behavioral problems
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Adolescence is a critical developmental period in which individuals experience rapid biological,
cognitive, emotional, and social changes. During this transition, adolescents gradually move toward
autonomy, identity formation, peer-oriented socialization, and more complex emotional understanding.
For adolescent girls, this period may be especially sensitive because emotional responsiveness,
interpersonal expectations, social comparison, and family relationships often become more salient.
Emotional-behavioral problems during adolescence can therefore disrupt not only psychological well-
being but also academic adjustment, family functioning, peer relationships, and long-term social
development. These problems are commonly conceptualized as internalizing and externalizing
difficulties. Internalizing problems include anxiety, depression, withdrawal, somatic complaints, and
emotional distress, whereas externalizing problems include aggression, rule-breaking, impulsivity, and
oppositional behaviors (Shokouhi Yekna & Parand, 2022). Since such difficulties frequently emerge and persist
within relational contexts, understanding the family environment, particularly the mother-child
relationship, is essential for designing effective interventions.

The family is the first and most enduring context for emotional socialization, behavioral regulation,
and interpersonal learning. In adolescence, the quality of family functioning can either buffer
developmental stress or intensify emotional and behavioral difficulties. Studies have shown that family
functioning, school climate, empathy, and attachment-related variables are associated with aggressive and
maladaptive behaviors among students (Hojati et al., 2022). Similarly, research on families with adolescent
children has emphasized that communication, cohesion, support, and problem-solving patterns are
important components of adolescent adjustment (Hsieh et al., 2023). Daily stressors may also contribute to
behavioral problems, but their effects vary depending on the quality of family functioning and the broader
social environment (Wu et al., 2021). Therefore, emotional-behavioral problems in adolescent girls should
not be interpreted merely as individual symptoms; rather, they should be understood within the broader
relational system in which the adolescent develops.

Among family relationships, the mother-daughter relationship has a particularly important role in
the emotional and social development of adolescent girls. Mothers often function as primary sources of
emotional security, support, communication modeling, and affect regulation. Supportive maternal
interaction may help adolescent girls understand their emotions, express their needs, regulate conflicts,
and build healthier interpersonal relationships. Prior research has highlighted the role of mothers in
adolescent girls’ emotional and social development, showing that maternal responsiveness and emotional
support are closely linked to girls’ psychological and social outcomes (Bertelsen et al., 2019). However,
adolescence can also create tension in the mother-daughter relationship because the adolescent’s need for
independence may conflict with maternal concerns about protection, discipline, and behavioral control.
When mothers lack effective communication, empathy, emotional regulation, and problem-solving skills,
this developmental tension may become a source of conflict, distance, criticism, overcontrol, or emotional
disconnection.

Empathy is one of the core psychological capacities that supports healthy family and peer
relationships. It includes the ability to understand another person’s perspective and respond affectively to
another person’s emotional state. Cognitive empathy refers to perspective-taking and understanding



others’ mental states, whereas affective empathy refers to emotional responsiveness to others’ feelings.
Recent findings suggest that reflective functioning and the ability to understand mental states are
associated with adolescent social behavior and psychological functioning (Derome et al., 2025). Empathy is
also a protective capacity that can reduce aggression, improve interpersonal sensitivity, support prosocial
behavior, and strengthen emotional bonds. Experimental and experiential learning programs have been
shown to improve adolescent empathy, prosocial behavior, and subjective well-being (Chan et al., 2021). In
addition, empathy may mediate the relationship between parent-child relationships and behavioral
disorders in adolescents, suggesting that improving relational patterns may reduce behavioral difficulties
through the enhancement of empathic capacities (Alikhani et al., 2022).

Parent-child interaction-based approaches provide a strong theoretical and practical foundation for
addressing emotional and behavioral problems. Parent-Child Interaction Therapy and related interventions
emphasize improving the quality of parent-child communication, increasing positive parental attention,
reducing coercive interaction cycles, strengthening emotional responsiveness, and teaching constructive
discipline strategies. Meta-analytic evidence has supported the efficacy of Parent-Child Interaction
Therapy for child behavior problems (Thomas et al., 2017), and later meta-analytic findings have confirmed
its effectiveness and practical value in reducing behavioral difficulties (Aguayo et al., 2021). Comparative
evidence also suggests that structured parent-child programs, including shorter and more accessible
models, can improve family interaction and child outcomes (Timmer et al., 2023). In the Iranian context,
parent-child interactive therapy has been shown to reduce parenting stress and enhance parenting self-
efficacy among mothers, indicating that such interventions can improve both parental functioning and
child-related outcomes (Hashemi & Einy, 2021). Furthermore, social skills training has been found to improve
strengths and reduce behavioral difficulties among girls, supporting the importance of skill-based
intervention for emotional-behavioral adjustment (Esmaeili et al., 2014).

A growing body of research further indicates that empathy and supportive interaction may have
intergenerational significance. Maternal and peer support during adolescence can influence later parenting
behaviors and child outcomes, suggesting that empathy is not only a short-term developmental capacity
but also part of a broader relational pattern transmitted across generations (Stern et al., 2024). Meanwhile,
technological and structured interactive tools, such as parent-child collaborative storytelling systems,
show that guided parent involvement can enrich parent-child communication and create new opportunities
for relational learning (zhang et al., 2024). Despite this evidence, many intervention packages are designed
from general theoretical models and do not sufficiently incorporate the lived experiences of mothers who
directly face the challenges of raising adolescent girls with emotional-behavioral problems. Therefore, the
present study aimed to develop and evaluate a mother-child interaction training package based on mothers’
lived experiences and to examine its effectiveness on empathy among adolescent girls with emotional-
behavioral problems.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an exploratory mixed-method design. In the qualitative phase, mothers of
adolescent girls with emotional-behavioral problems were selected through purposive and snowball
sampling. Semi-structured interviews were conducted until theoretical saturation was reached. The
qualitative sample consisted of 20 mothers. The interview data were analyzed through theoretical coding,
including open, axial, and selective coding. Based on the themes extracted from the lived experiences of
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mothers, a mother-child interaction training package was developed. The validity of the package was
examined by experts using content validity procedures, including content validity ratio and content
validity index.

The quantitative phase used a quasi-experimental design with a pretest, posttest, two-month
follow-up, experimental group, and control group. The statistical population included mothers of
adolescent girls with emotional-behavioral problems in seventh, eighth, and ninth grades. Initially, 50
mothers completed screening measures, and those whose daughters met the criteria for emotional-
behavioral problems were invited to participate. After attrition and matching procedures, 16 participants
remained in the study and were randomly assigned to experimental and control groups, with 8 participants
in each group. The experimental group received the mother-child interaction training package in 10
weekly sessions, each lasting approximately 120 minutes. The control group did not receive the
intervention during the study period. The instruments included the Child Behavior Checklist, the Parent-
Child Relationship Assessment, and the Basic Empathy Scale. Quantitative data were analyzed using
descriptive statistics and mixed analysis of variance with SPSS version 25.

Findings

The qualitative findings showed that mothers’ lived experiences of interaction with adolescent
girls with emotional-behavioral problems could be organized into three main selective categories:
interaction, perception, and strategy. The interaction category included problems such as ineffective verbal
communication, inappropriate tone, criticism, humiliation, emotional distance, weak nonverbal
communication, limited intimate interaction, and difficulty maintaining a balanced relationship with the
adolescent. The perception category included inadequate understanding of adolescence, limited awareness
of the adolescent’s emotional needs, parental worries, fear of ineffective parenting, insufficient
recognition of the adolescent’s strengths and weaknesses, and weak understanding of the importance of
empathy. The strategy category included ineffective problem-solving, poor emotional regulation,
excessive control, unrealistic rules, weak conflict management, lack of respect for privacy, and difficulty
balancing protection with autonomy. These findings formed the basis for developing the training package.

The quantitative findings indicated that the intervention was effective in improving empathy
among adolescent girls in the experimental group. Descriptive results showed that the mean empathy score
in the experimental group increased from 58.22 at pretest to 72.33 at posttest and 73.33 at follow-up. In
contrast, the control group showed only minor changes, with mean scores of 58.67 at pretest, 59.11 at
posttest, and 58.00 at follow-up. The mixed ANOVA results showed a significant main effect of time, a
significant group effect, and a significant time-by-group interaction. The time effect was significant,
indicating that scores changed across measurement stages. The interaction effect was also significant,
demonstrating that the pattern of change differed between the experimental and control groups. The
between-group effect was significant as well, confirming that the experimental and control groups differed
meaningfully after the intervention. Effect sizes were large, showing that a substantial proportion of
changes in empathy could be attributed to time, group membership, and especially the interaction between
time and group.

Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons showed that, in the experimental group, the difference between
pretest and posttest was statistically significant, as was the difference between pretest and follow-up.
However, the difference between posttest and follow-up was not significant, indicating that the
intervention effect remained stable during the follow-up period. In the control group, none of the pairwise



comparisons reached statistical significance. These findings suggest that the mother-child interaction
training package led to a meaningful and lasting improvement in empathy among adolescent girls with
emotional-behavioral problems.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that a mother-child interaction training package developed from
mothers’ lived experiences can effectively enhance empathy in adolescent girls with emotional-behavioral
problems. The qualitative results showed that mothers faced multiple challenges in understanding,
communicating with, and responding to their adolescent daughters. These challenges included emotional
misattunement, ineffective communication, excessive worry, weak problem-solving skills, and difficulty
balancing control with autonomy. By identifying these lived challenges, the intervention was able to target
the actual relational difficulties experienced in daily mother-daughter interactions rather than relying only
on abstract theoretical assumptions.

The quantitative results confirmed the effectiveness of the package. The improvement in empathy
among adolescents in the experimental group can be explained by changes in the relational environment
created by mothers. When mothers learn to listen actively, reflect emotions, understand adolescent
developmental needs, reduce criticism, manage conflict constructively, and respond more empathically,
adolescent girls are more likely to feel understood and emotionally secure. This experience can strengthen
their own ability to understand and respond to the emotions of others. In this sense, empathy develops not
only through direct instruction but also through repeated exposure to empathic interaction within the
family.

The stability of the intervention effect at follow-up is particularly important. It suggests that the
package did not merely produce temporary changes immediately after training but helped create more
durable shifts in interaction patterns. Because the intervention included practical exercises, role-playing,
emotional reflection, problem-solving activities, and home assignments, mothers had opportunities to
practice new skills in real-life situations. These repeated experiences may have helped consolidate new
patterns of communication and emotional responsiveness. Overall, the study supports the value of family-
based, experience-informed, and skill-oriented interventions for adolescent emotional-behavioral
problems. The mother-child interaction training package can be considered a practical intervention for
improving empathy, strengthening family relationships, and supporting the emotional development of
adolescent girls. Future application of this package in schools, counseling centers, and family mental
health settings may help reduce relational conflict and promote healthier developmental outcomes.
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