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Abstract

Several studies showed that higher levels of self-esteem are correlated with lower levels of anxiety and of depression, and 
higher satisfactory interpersonal relationships such as security and closeness, whereas low self-esteem was found to play a 
pivotal role as a risk factor for anxiety, emotion regulation problems and depression. Self-esteem is a key determinant of the 
psychological and social well-being of individuals, particularly in people with disabilities, who often face unique challenges 
related to self-acceptance and social inclusion. There is a paucity of specific research on the effectiveness of psychotherapeutic 
interventions targeting self-esteem in people with disabilities. This experimental comparative study aims to analyse changes 
in self-esteem, psychological well-being, anxiety and depression in a sample of 30 individuals with mild intellectual disability, 
aged between 17 and 30 years, who participated in a psychotherapeutic program focused on self-esteem training and the 
interview technique (Semi, 1985), conducted in a public setting. The individual psychotherapeutic program was structured 
into 8 weekly sessions, each lasting 90 minutes, for a total duration of 8 weeks. The intervention, using an uncontrolled trial, 
was supported by objective measurements taken from the patients before (T0) and after the psychotherapeutic program (T1). 
Results analysed using SPSS 2.0 software revealed significant improvements in the participants' self-esteem and psychological 
well-being, as well as a reduction in anxiety and depression symptoms among the patients involved in the study.
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Introduction

The concept of self-esteem and self-concept had been 
widely studied over the years. Literature shows that it’s 

important to consider self-concept distinct from self-
esteem. Self-concept, or image, self-representation [1-7], is 
elaborated on the basis of experience and it influences the 
perception and attribution of meanings to events. Therefore, 
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it preserves a sense of continuity and consistency of one’s 
image over time. On the other hand, self-esteem has always 
been defined as a positive or negative assessment of oneself 
[8]. Currently it’s described as the essential component of 
the self-concept, as it constitutes its affective orientation, 
helps to define the positive and negative evaluations about 
oneself [9] and it’s an individual’s subjective evaluation 
of their personal worth [10]. Self-esteem plays a critical 
role in psychological well-being [4]. During adolescence, a 
critical period in individuals’ development, characterized 
by significant physical, emotional and social changes, self-
concept tends to become more complex and differentiated, 
directly affecting self-esteem [11]. A positive perception of 
one’s abilities and relationships can promote and encourage 
high self-esteem, while discrepancies between the real self 
and the ideal one can generate feelings of frustration and 
contribute to a low self-esteem.

Moreover, studies showed that higher levels of self-
esteem are correlated with lower levels of anxiety and 
of depression, and higher satisfactory interpersonal 
relationships such as security and closeness [1], whereas low 
self-esteem was found to play a pivotal role as a risk factor 
for anxiety, emotion regulation problems and depression 
[2-4]. Finally, Trzesniewski, et al. [12] showed in 2006 that 
adolescents with low self-esteem developed depression 
more frequently than adolescents with higher self-esteem. 
Self-concept and self-esteem are crucial variables in the 
study of intellectual disabilities. Adolescence is a distinct 
time period in which many people with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities begin to recognize differences 
between themselves and peers. Adolescents may experience 
frustration, isolation and inadequacy [13,14]. Many studies 
show that social comparison plays a pivotal role in the 
development of both self-concept and self-esteem [15]. 
People with intellectual disability compare themselves to 
not disabled peers, and therefore can interpret negative 
information as a threat to their self-esteem [15]. Moreover, 
Facchini [16] and colleagues showed in 1996 that people 
with intellectual disability obtain significantly lower scores 
in self-concept and self-esteem, than people who aren’t 
disabled. Given the association between well-being and high 
self-esteem, and the link between psychological disorders 
and low self-esteem, a large number of studies developed 
methods to boost self-esteem in the population. The 
effectiveness of interventions is significant [17]. 

Some studies have tried to increase self-esteem in 
children with intellectual disabilities using play-based 
training [18]. The results are promising, showing an increase 
in self-esteem and a decrease in social isolation [19]. Play 
therapy approaches have shown encouraging results in 
social and emotional functioning in children with intellectual 
disabilities. However, there are no specific trainings in the 

literature designed to increase self-esteem in adolescents 
and young adults with intellectual disabilities.

The aim of this study is to demonstrate how 
the integration of Shab’s self-esteem training into a 
psychotherapeutic program can lead to changes in self-
esteem, personal psychological well-being, and perceived 
levels of anxiety and depression in a sample of 30 individuals 
with mild intellectual disabilities accessing public services.

Materials and Methods

Sample

The sample consisted of 30 people with mild intellectual 
disability, aged between 17 and 30 years, with an average age 
of 24.3 years (ds = 3.9), referred to the Disability Service S.C. 
Psicologia Aziendale on referral from the Neuropsichiatria 
Infantile Sud e Nord, Est ed Ovest and the S.C. Cure e 
Disabilità of the municipality of Turin. Disabilities included 
physical (n = 5), mild cognitive (n = 22) and sensory (n = 3) 
problems. The sample consisted of 13 females and 7 males. 
All participants live in Turin, in the Piedmont region. For 
what concerns the level of education, all subjects achieved 
a high school diploma. All participants were informed of the 
purpose of the study and gave informed consent.

Materials and Procedures

The individual psychotherapeutic program was 
structured into 8 weekly sessions, each lasting 90 minutes, 
for a total duration of 8 weeks. The intervention was 
centered on the self-esteem training from the Erickson 
manual ‘Self-esteem: my workbook. Activities for learning 
to accept yourself and recognise your own value”, which 
included cognitive-behavioral techniques (self-reflection 
exercises, cognitive restructuring, positive reinforcement 
and imaginative exposure) and activities aimed at improving 
social skills and self-image. Participants also did individual 
exercises between sessions to reflect on their own abilities and 
successes. The self-esteem training in the psychotherapeutic 
program was complemented by the interview technique [6]. 
In addition, for quantitative data collection, the following 
tests were used and administered before and after treatment: 
RSES, PWB and HADS. For simplicity, each test was read out 
to the patient by the psychotherapist during the first and last 
sessions.

 
The purpose of the 10 item RSES – Rosenberg self-esteem 

scale is to measure self-esteem. Originally the measure was 
designed to assess the self-esteem of high school students. 
However, since its development, the scale has been used with 
a variety of groups including adults, with norms available for 
many of those groups [20]. This instrument has since been 
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validated in Italy [21]. This scale, one of the most widely used 
internationally, is easy to understand and consists of only 10 
items that assess self-esteem as a global concept. The person 
is asked to rate how satisfied they are with themselves on a 
4-point Likert-type scale (1= strongly disagree; 2= disagree; 
3= agree, 4= strongly agree). As far as the score is concerned, 
this varies from 10 to 40 points; a high score corresponds 
to high self-esteem, whereas a low score corresponds to low 
self-esteem [22].

The RSES does not have an established cut-off, due to the 
fact that a classification into high or low self-esteem does not 
have any kind of fixed reference standard [23]. Developed 
by psychologist Carol D Ryff [24], the 42-item Psychological 
Well Being (PWB) Scale measures six aspects of wellbeing 
and happiness: autonomy, environmental mastery, personal 
growth, positive relations with others, purpose in life, and 
self-acceptance [24,25]. Subjects are asked to rate how 
satisfied they are with themselves on a 7-point Likert-type 
scale (1 = strongly agree; 2 = somewhat agree; 3 = somewhat 
agree; 4 = neither agree nor disagree; 5 = somewhat disagree; 
6 = somewhat disagree; 7 = strongly disagree). Respondents 
rate how strongly they agree or disagree with 42 statements 
using a 7-point scale (1 = strongly agree; 7 = strongly 
disagree). The PWB Scale has six subscales: Autonomy (e.g., 
“I have confidence in my opinions, even if they are contrary 
to the general consensus”); Environmental Mastery (e.g., “In 
general, I feel I am in charge of the situation in which I live”); 
Personal Growth (e.g., “I think it is important to have new 
experiences that challenge how you think about yourself and 
the world”); Positive Relations With Others (e.g., “People 
would describe me as a giving person, willing to share my 
time with others”); Purpose in Life (e.g., “Some people 
wander aimlessly through life, but I am not one of them”); 
and Self-acceptance (e.g., “When I look at the story of my life, 
I am pleased with how things have turned out”).

The Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS) is a 
self-rating scale used to measure symptoms of anxiety and 
depression. It’s a 14-item instrument used to screen for 
anxiety and depression, which commonly co-occur. 

The HADS produces a subscale for anxiety (HADS-A) 
and a separate subscale for depression (HADS-D). HADS can 
be administered in 5 minutes. The sum of all values creates 
the total score. A score between 0 and 7 is within the normal 
range, between 8 and 10 at the borderline of normal, and 
between 11 and 21 above normal.

Data Analysis and Results

To test the effectiveness of the intervention using an 
uncontrolled trial, data were collected before and after 
the psychotherapeutic program. Statistical analyses were 

conducted using SPSS 2.0 software, and were performed 
using the paired sample t-test to compare pre and post 
intervention scores for self-esteem, personal well-being, 
anxiety and depression. In the analysis of the results and 
their comparison, a p-value < 0.05 was considered significant. 
The experimental design was within-subjects, meaning each 
subject was compared to themselves, with the results from 
the pre-intervention (pre) and post-intervention (post) 
questionnaires being correlated. Therefore, the change 
within each individual was measured to determine the 
effectiveness of the intervention concerning the analysed 
variables: self-esteem, psychological well-being, anxiety, and 
depression.

The mean score on the Rosenberg self-esteem scale 
(RSES) increased from 18.4 (SD = 4.2) pre-intervention to 
24.7 (SD = 3.8) post-intervention, indicating a significant 
increase in self-esteem (t(29) = 6.95, p < 0.001). 80% of the 
participants showed an increase in score, with an average 
improvement of 34%. The mean scores of the Psychological 
Well-being Questionnaire (PWB) also showed a significant 
improvement, from a mean score of 52.1 (SD = 9.3) to 
61.5 (SD = 8.7) post-intervention (t(29) = 5.48, p < 0.001). 
The dimensions with the greatest improvement were 
autonomy (+16%) and personal growth (+14%). Scores on 
the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS) showed 
a significant reduction for both anxiety (from 11.6 to 8.3; 
t(29) = 4.35, p = 0.002) and depression (from 12.1 to 7.9; 
t(29) = 5.12, p = 0.001). 65% of the participants showed a 
significant reduction in anxiety and depression symptoms. 
This experimental study followed standard research criteria, 
reporting quantitative and objective data to support the 
initial hypotheses and providing a rigorous statistical 
analysis. As can be seen, there is significant improvement in 
all areas, with increased self-esteem and psychological well-
being and reduced levels of anxiety and depression (Figure 
1). 

 

Figure 1: The chart shows the comparison of average 
scores before and after the intervention for self-esteem, 
psychological well-being, anxiety and depression.
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Discussion 

The results demonstrate how the described 
psychotherapeutic program, in which the interview technique 
[6] integrates a structured training such as the self-esteem 
program [5], can promote improvements in psychological 
well-being and self-esteem. It also helps individuals with 
mild intellectual disabilities reduce symptoms of anxiety and 
depression. The average increase in self-esteem scores of 34 
percent demonstrates the effectiveness of the intervention, 
confirming the importance of working on self-image in 
people with disabilities. 

In addition, analysis of psychological well-being 
dimensions showed significant improvements, specifically 
in autonomy and personal growth, which are two aspects 
often affected by psychological and social barriers related to 
mild intellectual disability. This contribution it’s important 
because it shows that as levels of self-esteem increase, levels 
of anxiety and depression decrease. Indeed, the results 
of the current study are in line with other research. Moon 
and Kim [26] suggested in their study that people with 
disabilities who presented low self-evaluation in both self-
esteem and self-efficacy may have a higher risk of exhibiting 
self-report of depression and perceived stress compared to 
those with higher self-evaluations. Other studies found that 
individuals with low self-evaluation also report negative 
experiences, such as increased fatigue and pain [27]. Finally, 
a different research demonstrated the association between 
law self-evaluation and mental health [28,29]. Furthermore, 
in Fernandes and colleagues’ research [2] has been found 
that low self-esteem plays an important role as a risk factor 
not only for anxiety, but also for emotion regulation (ER) 
problems [3,4]. In fact, Guil and collaborators [3] highlighted 
the close relationship between individual self-esteem, 
anxiety and emotional intelligence, where self-esteem was 
found to predict anxiety traits and ability to attend to their 
own and others emotional states [3,30]. These findings also 
highlight the importance of self-esteem in understanding 
this relationship, particularly as a mediator between trait 
and state anxiety and increased suppression [31-37].

This study has limitations. For example, the sample size 
is small and there isn’t a control group. In the future, it would 
be useful to conduct studies with a randomized experimental 
design to confirm these results, and to enlarge the sample. In 
addition, reading the questionnaires could be a variable to be 
modified for future research. This study provides preliminary 
evidence on the effectiveness of a psychotherapeutic course 
centered on self-esteem in people with disabilities. The 
results suggest that such interventions may improve not only 
self-esteem but also psychological well-being and reduce 
symptoms of anxiety and depression. This approach could be 
integrated into psychological support programs for people 

with disabilities, promoting higher quality of life and better 
social adjustment.
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