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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine the role of mothers’ mental
comparisons of their hyperactive child with other children in shaping their
emotions and reactions toward their child. This research was conducted using a
qualitative approach and grounded theory methodology. The sampling method
was purposive, and the research tool was semi-structured interviews. The study
field consisted of mothers of children aged 5 to 12 in Tehran diagnosed with
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) during the year 2021. Ten
participants took part in this study. Data analysis was carried out using Strauss
and Corbin’s method, with three-stage coding, which led to the following core
category: Data analysis revealed an interactive pattern in which mothers’
negative mental comparisons led to the activation of negative schemas. This
process, in turn, by neglecting the child’s need for social recognition and
acceptance, intensified the child’s undesirable behavior and the mother’s
distress. This distress gave rise to the following negative emotions and reactions
among mothers: sadness and regret, nervous tension, blaming the child, anger
and aggression, guilt, feelings of incompetence, shame, fatigue, hatred toward
the child, and concern about the child’s future. A small number of mothers,
through counseling and training, managed to control their comparative thoughts
and replaced negative emotions with acceptance of the child’s special condition
and the calmness derived from such acceptance. These findings highlight the
necessity of raising public awareness about this disorder and providing
education to parents and teachers of these children.
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reaction

Cite this Article: Shariatmadar, A., & Ghadimkhani, SH. (2026). The Role of the Mother's
Mental Comparisons of Her Hyperactive Child with Other Children in Her Feelings and
Reactions  towards Her  Child.  Educational  Psychology, 22(80), 37-64.
https://doi.org/10.22054/jep.2026.82922.4104



https://doi.org/10.22054/jep.2026.82922.4104
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0830-7379
https://orcid.org/0009-0005-2813-0725

Homepage: https://jep.atu.ac.ir/

38 | Educational Psychology | Vol. 22 | No. 80 | 2026

Introduction

One of the neurodevelopmental disorders is  Attention-
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), which begins in early
childhood. Its main features include impulsivity, inattention, and
hyperactivity. The problems of hyperactive children affect various
aspects of parents’ lives, including their emotions. Moreover, parenting
children with psychological difficulties such as ADHD often leads to
anxiety and depression in mothers, who feel trapped because they see
no way to escape the situation. According to cognitive theories,
individuals’ cognitions underlie these negative emotions. Folger’s
model, recognized as a reference cognitive theory regarding social
comparisons, states that resentment in social comparisons arises when
three conditions are met: (a) individuals can imagine that a better
outcome is attainable, (b) the ongoing event or process could have had
a fairer or better result, and (c) it seems impossible to achieve better
outcomes in the future. Based on this theory, when mothers compare
their children with others, perceive accessible outcomes in other
children, feel it is unfair that their own efforts do not yield desired
results, and foresee their children falling behind peers in the future, they
experience significant resentment. On the other hand, social
constructivist therapists such as Meichenbaum (1995) argued that,
despite existing psychological pressures, family members can, through
training, overcome stressful conditions. This study seeks to answer the
question: What impact does a mother’s comparison of her ADHD child
with other children have on her feelings and reactions toward her child?

Literature Review

Ghasemzadeh, Hassanzadeh, VVadoodi, Alavi, and Matbou Riahi (2020)
reported that cognitive approaches, by altering existing beliefs, increase
family efficiency and patience, and improve parenting skills.

Ahmadi, Farahbakhsh, Shariatmadar, and Salimi Bejestani (2021)
found that parent—child training programs reduce aggression in children
with ADHD. Sepehri Nasab, Basharpour, Aghajani, and Hajloo (2022)
showed a significant positive relationship between ADHD symptoms
in children and maternal impulsivity. Hosseini Tari, Khosravi, and
Farah Bijari (1996) demonstrated that mothers’ parental self-efficacy
decreases as guilt, perceived stigma, and stress increase.
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Methodology

This qualitative study employed grounded theory methodology.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling from among
mothers of children aged 5 to 12 diagnosed with ADHD in Tehran
during the year 2021. Inclusion criteria included informed consent and
clinical confirmation of the diagnosis. Data were collected through
semi-structured exploratory interviews, which began with general
questions about maternal comparisons and their emotional and
behavioral consequences. Interviews continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved, with each session lasting approximately 30 to
45 minutes. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using
Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) three-phase coding: open, axial, and
selective. In the open coding phase, data were categorized to identify
initial concepts. Axial coding established relationships among
categories, and selective coding identified the central theme that
integrated all findings.

Results

Analysis of the interviews yielded 43 open codes, which were grouped
into five axial categories.

The core category that emerged was: Negative maternal
comparisons activate maladaptive cognitive schemas, leading to the
neglect of the child’s need for social acceptance and exacerbating both
the child’s behavioral challenges and maternal emotional turmoil.

This disturbance caused the following emotions and negative
reactions in mothers: sadness and regret, nervous pressure, blaming the
child, anger and aggression, guilt, feeling of inadequacy, shame,
fatigue, hatred of the child and worry about the child's future. A few
mothers had controlled their thoughts of comparison by using
counseling and training and replaced the negative feelings with the
acceptance of the child's special conditions and the peace resulting from
this acceptance.

Discussion and Conclusion

From early infancy, mothers assess their child’s development against
normative benchmarks to detect potential delays. However, for mothers
of children with ADHD, such comparisons often result in negative
emotions and maladaptive behaviors without facilitating developmental
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progress—thus perpetuating a harmful cycle. Key drivers of these
comparisons include lack of awareness about ADHD symptoms,
difficulty accepting the child’s condition, irrational beliefs (cognitive
distortions), poor emotional regulation skills, and external pressures
from fathers, relatives, schools, and societal stigma. Addressing these
factors can prevent the formation of harmful comparative thoughts and
their consequences.

Importantly, some mothers in the study employed effective
corrective strategies, including: encouragement, increased care and
support, managing situations to enhance the child’s self-worth,
recognizing individual differences, preventive education, temporary
withdrawal from stressful environments, attention redirection, playful
teaching, maternal thought regulation, calming and explaining
situations to the child, and seeking counseling. These strategies
contributed to greater emotional stability for both mother and child and
may serve as practical tools for other families navigating ADHD. The
findings affirm that parental education and counseling can effectively
reduce harmful comparisons and their negative emotional impact.
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explanations regarding the topic and purpose of the research were provided
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