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Parental Rejection and Attention Deficit and
Hyperactivity Disorder Symptoms in University
Students: Role of Trait Impulsivity

Rehana Mushtaq and Sadia Saleem
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The aim of the current study is to explore the mediating role of
impulsivity between parental rejection and attention deficit and
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) symptoms in university students.
Sample consisted of 310 university students (38% men and 62%
women) with the age range of 18-24 years (M = 20.12, SD = 1.6)
who were given a demographic performa, My Memories of
Upbringing EMBU-A (Arrindell et al., 1999), Temperament Scale
(Durrani et al., 2017) for University Students, and Attention
Deficits Hyperactive Symptoms Scale (Mushtaq et al., 2021).
Pearson Product Moment correlation was carried out to investigate
the relationship between parental rejection, impulsivity, and
symptoms of ADHD. Mediation analysis was carried out through
Process Macro to determine the mediating role of impulsivity
between parental rejection and symptoms of ADHD in university
students. The findings indicated that impulsivity partially mediated
in the association between parental rejection and symptoms of
ADHD in university students.

Keywords: Impulsivity, parental rejection, ADHD, university
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Parenting plays a significant role in the development of
psychological aspects from childhood to adulthood and the impact of
parenting can be apparent throughout life (Khan & Munaf, 2017,
Mckinney & Kwan, 2018). In university life, students are in the
process of establishing self-identity and forming personal
relationships. If university students have attention deficit and
hyperactive disorder (ADHD) symptoms (Kwon et al., 2018), they
face many emotional, academic, and social pressures that reduce life

Rehana Mushtaq and Sadia Saleem, Department of Clinical Psychology, School
of Professional Psychology, University of Management and Technology, Lahore,
Punjab, Pakistan.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Rehana Mushtag,
Department of Clinical Psychology, School of Professional Psychology, University of
Management and Technology, Lahore, Punjab, Pakistan.
Email: rehanamushtaq93@yahoo.com



296 MUSHTAQ AND SALEEM

satisfaction and increase mental health problems like anxiety, stress,
and depression. Inattention and hyperactivity have a negative impact
on their academic functioning, self-esteem, social functioning, and
relationship difficulties (Kwon et al., 2018). They require parental
support, guidance, and monitoring or supervision to overcome these
problems (Johnston et al., 2012). Difficulties would arise when
parenting becomes inconsistent as extremely harsh, over-controlling,
or over-reactive and outcomes are the perceptions of the child as
hostile, cold or rejecting (Johnston et al., 2012).

Therefore, psychosocial risk factors are parental rejection,
mistreatment, lack of interaction, and ignoring (Khan & Munaf,
2017). Bowlby (1973) describes in attachment theory that every
human being understands the relationship according to the experience
of the internal working model built through the attachment figure and
interacts with others accordingly. University students with ADHD
become aggressive in stressful situations, face difficulty in developing
relationships with others, are unable to understand the feelings of
others, initiate conflicts, have distrust, are emotionally unstable, and
are disappointed (Kim et al., 2016). The prevalence of ADHD in
adults was reported 2.5 to 5 % (Nylander et al., 2013; Polanczyk et al.,
2014; Ramos-Quiroga et al., 2014). In Pakistan, 16% university
students are having very severe category of ADHD symptoms who
need clinical attention (Mushtaq et al., 2021).

Parenting is consistently related to negative consequences in the
child (Bornstein & Bradley, 2014). Parental rejection in young adults
has a negative consequence on behavioral and emotional functioning
which further leads to impulsivity, low self-esteem, and behavioral
problems (Anwer et al., 2019). Parental rejection is negative parenting
which comprises neglect, disapproval, and criticism of the emotional
and physical needs of the child (Dwairy, 2010 as cited in Abbas et al.,
2022) and children perceive their parents as humiliating,
unaffectionate, criticizing cold, aggressive, and hostile (Temel &
Atalay, 2020). In behavioral and psychoanalytic theories, the
association between mental health problems and child-rearing
practices is used by parents (Khan & Munaf, 2017). ADHD is
characterized by excessive inattention, impulsivity, and hyperactivity
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013); these characteristics
developmentally differ in different ways in adulthood (Jones et al.,
2015).

In indigenous literature, Saleem et al. (2015) explored parental
rejection as a significant positive predictor of mental health issues.
Saleem et al. (2019) indicated that interpersonal relationships mediate
the association between parental rejection and mental health issues. If
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an individual is experiencing rejection from their parents they have
more anger, impulsivity, and ADHD symptoms (Granero et al., 2015).
Mushtaq and Saleem (2021) explored the relationship between
parenting style, temperament traits, and ADHD symptoms. Parental
rejection including attachment and problems between parents and
individual increased the chances of ADHD (Storebo et al., 2016).
Berkien et al. (2012) indicated that individuals who perceive parental
rejection have more behavioral problems. Negative parenting relates
to the symptoms of ADHD throughout childhood and adulthood
because the parents of these individuals are more critical, harsh,
aggressive, and hostile (Li, 2018).

Similarly, family relationships tend to influence the severity and
persistence of symptoms of ADHD. Family and parents help
individuals create a suitable environment to deal with problems and
build their natural strengths (Molinam & Musich, 2015). The negative
attitude of the mother leads to perceived rejection and affect the
child’s psychopathology (Guzel et al., 2018). Sajid and Riaz (2016)
indicated that neglect/indifferent parental rejection predicts
psychological maladjustment among convicts. Parental acceptance
and rejection theory enlightens the biopsychosocial outcomes of
perceived parental acceptance/rejection on the development of a child
(Rohner et al., 2017).

In the framework of developmental psychopathology, parenting
contributes to psychopathology throughout childhood to adulthood
(Gau et al., 2010 as cited in Beauchaine et al., 2017), and a reciprocal
relationship between negative parenting and child maladjustment
including ADHD Symptoms exists (Chan et al., 2022). In childhood,
impulsivity appears and increases manifestation in adolescence till
early adulthood (Martel et al., 2016). Negative parenting has a
negative effect on the temperament of individuals (Rioux et al., 2019).
The relationship between negative parenting and ADHD is due to
temperament impulsivity and inflexibility (Rioux et al., 2019). Slagt et
al. (2016) explored that difficult temperament in children has more
behavioral consequences of more anger or pressure from their parents
or negative parenting. McKinney et al. (2019) explored the correlation
between parenting and ADHD symptoms. Negative parenting has
been linked with the severity of ADHD symptoms (Deater-Deckard,
2017; Molinam & Musich, 2015). Caregiving environment influences
ADHD symptoms in adults that realizes into developmental
trajectories, which lead to ADHD symptoms (Johnston et al., 2012).

To sum up the above literature, it can be concluded that negative
parenting styles and temperament have significant impact on ADHD
symptoms. In the developmental period of an individual, parenting
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and temperament are important for mental health and attention.
Current research was conducted to determine how parental rejection
influences impulsivity traits and ADHD symptoms in university
students. In a collectivistic culture like Pakistan, dependence and
conformity are encouraged and cultivated and parents tend to control
and guide and expect from children obedience and submissiveness
(Saleem et al., 2019). Rioux et al. (2019) explained that with parental
rejection, the impulsive temperament trait increases the symptom of
inattention and hyperactivity as an individual with a difficult
temperament faces more rejection from their parents and rejection
with impulsivity leads to more inattention and hyperactive symptoms.
So, the current research is aimed to investigate the relationship among
parental rejection, impulsivity trait, and ADHD symptoms in
university students and also find out the mediating role of impulsivity
between parental rejection and ADHD symptoms. The objectives of
the research are stated as follows:

Objectives

1. To see the relationship between parental rejection, impulsivity
trait, and ADHD symptoms among university students.

2. To see the mediating role of impulsivity in the relationship
between parental rejection and ADHD symptoms among
university students.

Method

The current study is approved by Institution Review Board (IRB).
A cross-sectional research design was used, and data were taken from
the government and private setting. This research was conducted from
September 2019 to May 2020.

Participants

A sample of 310 undergraduate university students (38% men
and 63% women) with an age range of 18-24 years (M = 20.12,
SD = 1.60) were taken from two public- and two private-sector
universities of Lahore.

Measures
Demographic Performa

Demographic Performa comprises of questions related to age,
gender, academic class, etc.
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My Memories of Upbringing EMBU-A

It is a self-report measure (Arrindell et al., 1999) that explains the
person’s perception of perceived parental practices in two forms for
the father and mother separately. It consists of 27 items and 3 factors
Emotional Warmth, Overprotection, and Rejection. In this study, both
for the father and mother, only 6 items of Rejection were used in
Urdu. Responses were measured on a 4-point scale like 0 (never), 1
(sometimes), 2 (often), and 4 (always). The score range of the EMBU-
A'is 0 - 54 and the score range of this subscale (Rejection) is 0-18. A
higher score represents more perceived rejection from both parents
(Gerlsma et al., 1991). The reliability of this subscale is a = .78 and «
= .74 for Father and Mother, respectively in current study.

Students Temperament Scale (STS)

Durrani et al. (2017) developed the Scale and it is used to
measure temperament styles in university students and consists of 56
items and 6 factors Introversion, Impulsivity, Extroversion,
Apprehension, Submissiveness, and Cautiousness. Only 14 Items of
Impulsivity were used in the current study. Responses were measured
on a 4-point scale like 0 (never), 1 (sometimes), 2 (often), and 4 (most
of the time). The score range of this subscale is 0-42. A higher score
shows a more impulsive temperament. The internal consistency of
impulsivity is a = .81 (Durrani et al., 2017).

ADHD Deficits Hyperactive Symptoms Scale (ADHSS)

ADHSS was a self-report measure (Mushtaq et al., 2021) used to
measure ADHD symptoms in young adults. It is comprised of 40
items with 3 factors Hyperactivity, Proactive, and Inattention on 5-
point Likert scale like 0 (Not at all), 1 (too little), 2 (to some extent), 3
(often), and 4 (too much). Only 28 items of Hyperactivity and
Attention were used in the current study. The scores of these subscales
lie between 0-112. A higher score represents more symptoms of
ADHD. The reliabilities of Inattention and Hyperactivity is .85 and
.79, respectively (Mushtag et al., 2021).

Procedure

First, permission was taken from the university authorities for
data collection. After getting consent from participants, they were
ensured their privacy and confidentiality. Data was collected from the
participants in the group session, and they were debriefed at the end of
the session. Participants were asked to rate themselves on each
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statement that applies to them. It took 20-25 minutes to complete the
scales.

Results

Pearson Product Moment Correlation was used through SPSS 21
for exploring the relationship among variables and mediation analysis
was conducted through Process Macro.

The relationship among parental rejection, impulsivity, and
ADHD symptoms was found out through Pearson Product Moment
Correlation.

Table 1
Correlation Between Parental Rejection, Impulsivity, and ADHD
Symptoms (N=310)

Variables o M SD 1 2 3 4
1 FR 72 520 367 -
2 MR .70 598 370 .60 -
3 Impulsivity .77 17.34 635 .40 .38 -
4 ADHSS-T 91 4299 1847 397 327 507 -

Note. FR = Father Rejection; MR = Mother Rejection; ADHSS-T = Attention Deficits
Hyperactive Symptoms Scale.

Hkk

p <.001.

The finding in Table 1 shows a significant positive relationship
between father rejection and mother rejection; father rejection and
impulsivity, father rejection and ADHD symptoms; mother rejection
and impulsivity; mother rejection and ADHD symptoms; and
impulsivity and ADHD symptoms. Pearson Product Moment
Correlation finding indicates a significant association among parental
rejection, impulsivity, and ADHD symptoms. Mediation analysis was
used to explore the mediating role of impulsivity in the association
between parental rejection and ADHD symptoms by Hayes (2018)
through the bootstrapping approach.

Table 2 and Figure 1 indicate the mediating role of impulsivity in
the relationship between father rejection and symptoms of ADHD. A
significant total effect of father rejection on ADHD symptoms
(8 = .39, SE = .05, p <.001, R? = .15) is found. Moreover, the direct
effect of father rejection on impulsivity is significant with 16%
variance with F(1,308) = 59.78 , p=.000. In contrast, an examination
of the direct effects of mediating variable impulsivity along father
rejection on ADHD symptoms has 29% variance which is significant
with F(2,307) = 63.23, p = .000. The result indicates that impulsivity
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partially mediates the relationship between father rejection and ADHD
symptoms and the direct effect of father rejection on ADHD
symptoms is reduced to 5 = .22, p < .001 though still significant.

Table 2

Regression Coefficients, Standard Error, and Model Summary for
Father Rejection Impulsivity and ADHD Symptoms (N=310)

Outcomes
Impulsivity (M) ADHS (DV)
Predictors s SE p S SE p
Constant i .000 .05 1 i .000 .05 1
FR (1V) a 40 .05 .000 c 22 .05 .000
Impulsivity (M) b 41 .05 .000
R® 16 29

Note. FR = Father Rejection.

Figure 1

Mediating Role of Impulsivity on the Relationship Between Father
Rejection and ADHD Symptoms

Impulsivity

Father c=.39"" ADHD
Rejection symptoms

A

Table 3 and Figure 2 indicates the mediating role of impulsivity
in the relationship between mother rejection and symptoms of ADHD.
A significant total effect of mother rejection on ADHD symptoms
(p = .32, SE = .05, p < .001, R? = .10) is found. Moreover, the direct
effect of mother rejection on impulsivity with 15% variance is
significant with F(1,308) = 52.70, p = .000. In contrast, an examination
of the direct effects of mediating variable impulsivity on ADHD
symptoms with 27% variance (along mother rejection) is significant
with F(2,307) = 56.39, p = .000. The result indicates that impulsivity
partially mediates the relationship between mother rejection and
ADHD symptoms and the direct effect of mother rejection on ADHD
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symptoms is reduced (8 = .15, SE = .05, p < .001) after controlling
mediating variable though still significant.

Table 3

Regression Coefficients, Standard Error, and Model Summary for
Mother Rejection, Impulsivity, and ADHD Symptoms (N = 310)

Outcomes
Impulsivity (M) ADHS (DV)
Predictors S SE p S SE p
Constant i .000 .05 1 i .000 .05 1
MR (1V) a .38 .05 .000 c 15 .000
Impulsivity (M) b 44 05 .000
R® 15 27

Note. MR = Mother Rejection.

Figure 2

Mediation Path Framework of Mother Rejection, Impulsivity, and
ADHD Symptoms.

Impulsivity
a=.38_ b= .44
c=.32"
Mother ADHD
Rejection o= 157" symptom

The result of this research can be concluded that temperament
traits (impulsivity) partially mediate the relationship between parental
rejection on ADHD symptoms.

Discussion

Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD) is a
neurodevelopment disorder in which people exhibit hyperactivity,
inattention, and impulsivity symptoms (APA, 2013). ADHD is found
in children and adults. The prevalence rate of ADHD in adults was
reported between 2.5% to 5% (Nylander et al., 2013; Ramos-Quiroga
et al., 2014). ADHD has many negative consequences in the life of an
individual in context of academics, interpersonal relationship,
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emotional functioning, adjustment, and family settings (Levy et al.,
2020; Murtani et al., 2020). In the development of a child and the
process of upbringing, family plays an essential role in which parents
provide a base for healthy bonding that helps in individual’s
psychosocial and emotional functioning, especially in collectivistic
culture (Ahmad & Hinshaw, 2017; Azhar et al., 2020; Montejo et al.,
2019; Saleem et al., 2015; Saleem et al., 2019).

Furthermore, Granero et al. (2015) explained that early parent
relationships with child influence future relationship of the child.
Perceived parental practices such as rejection may lead to
externalizing and internalizing problems (Saleem et al., 2015);
especially parental rejection enhances mental health problems as well
as ADHD Symptoms (Husnain et al., 2013). These problems develop
in individuals who feel rejected and unloved by their parents (Saleem
et al., 2015). When it comes to an individual with ADHD symptoms,
it enhances the symptoms for getting the attention of parents in form
of impulsivity (Montejo et al., 2019).

Moreover, parenting and temperament predict developmental
consequences in individuals with ADHD (Slagt et al., 2016).
Parenting and temperament traits are linked with ADHD symptoms
(Rioux et al., 2016). Negative parenting is also linked with ADHD
symptoms (Rioux et al., 2019). Emotionally hostile and rejected
environment at home predicted bad Symptoms of ADHD in adult age
(Montejo et al., 2019). Relationship between symptoms of ADHD and
patenting practices is bi-directional, however, parental rejection is
considered a core aspect of an individual’s maltreatment (Xiao et al.,
2017). Negative parenting and trait impulsivity manifest the
symptoms of ADHD (Beauchaine & McNulty, 2013).

Therefore, the current research was aimed to explore the
mediating role of impulsivity in the association between parental
rejection and ADHD symptoms among university students. The
findings of this research indicate that impulsivity partially mediates
the relationship between parental rejection on ADHD symptoms.
Negative parenting and impulsivity are associated with ADHD
symptoms which are supported by the previous literature (Beauchaine
& McNulty, 2013; Saleem et al., 2015; Slagt et al. 2016; Rioux, et al.,
2016) and showed that parents who provide their children rejected and
unloved environment at home leads to impulsivity and symptoms of
ADHD in adulthood (Montejo et al., 2019). In Pakistan, as a collective
culture, the mother as a parent seems to be loving, caring, and
concerned and the father as a parent seems to be authority having
power and control (Saleem et al., 2015). If there is a lack of love, care
power and control for a child from their parents (mother and father), it
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leads to problems of impulsivity, inattention, and hyperactivity in their
later life.

Conclusion and Implication

This research provides empirical support to the literature that
impulsivity as temperament trait partially mediates in the association
between parental rejections and ADHD symptoms. Negative parenting
enhances the symptoms of ADHD and rejection from parents
increases impulsive traits of temperament. For decreasing impulsivity
and ADHD symptoms, the parent-child relationship should be positive
and parents should be accepting and understanding their children for
their better development. This research highlights negative parenting
as the risk which indicates that counseling services are needed for
reducing the effect of negative parenting to reduce ADHD symptoms
in university students in context of impulsivity.

Limitations and Suggestions

In the current study, there was a focus on negative parenting. In
future research, it is recommended to focus on positive parenting.
Another limitation is that research data was taken from young adults,
so in the future research data from children and adolescents can be
taken and parental perspective can be considered.
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