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Abstract

Given the widespread use of digital technologies and their impact on social relationships, phubbing has been recognized as
a psychological issue within society. The present study compared the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT) and Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT) on the executive functions of students exhibiting phubbing behavior. This
research employed a quasi-experimental design with a pre-test, post-test, and a two-month follow-up. The statistical
population included all undergraduate students at Islamic Azad University, Rasht Branch, during the 2024-2025 academic
year. Using convenience sampling, 45 individuals were selected and randomly assigned to three groups (15 participants per
group). The experimental groups underwent 10 sessions of intervention based on ACT and CBT, respectively. Data were
collected using the Executive Functions Questionnaire (Nejati, 2013). Data were analyzed using repeated measures analysis
of covariance and Bonferroni post-hoc test through SPSS version 26. The results showed that both therapeutic methods had
a significant effect on improving executive functions (F =551.571, n? = 0.964). Furthermore, post-hoc analysis revealed that
both ACT and CBT had significant effects on improving executive functions compared to the control group, although the
effect of CBT was greater. Subscale analysis indicated that both interventions, especially during the follow-up phase, were
more effective than the control group. CBT showed superior performance compared to ACT in the subscales of working
memory, selective attention, planning, and response inhibition, whereas ACT demonstrated better performance in the
decision-making subscale. Based on the obtained results, it is recommended that ACT and CBT be utilized as effective
interventions for improving executive functions in students.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The pervasive use of smartphones in recent years has led to the emergence of the phenomenon known as
phubbing, recognized as a maladaptive behavior that negatively impacts social interactions (Karadag et al.,
2015). Phubbing, which combines "phone™ and "snubbing,"” reflects the act of ignoring individuals in social
settings due to mobile phone usage (Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2018). The rise of smartphone
dependency among university students has been linked to impairments in executive functions, which
encompass cognitive processes for controlling thoughts and emotions (Pahlavsari et al., 2021). Students
engaged in phubbing behavior often experience deficits in cognitive inhibition and attention control, leading
to poor academic performance and difficulties in adapting to environmental demands (Tanhan et al., 2024).
Executive functions are crucial not only for academic success but also for mental health and social functioning
(Ahmed et al., 2019; Zelazo & Miiller, 2016). Executive dysfunction can manifest in aggression, impulsivity,
anxiety, and relationship difficulties (Shokrkon & Nicoladis, 2022), and is considered fundamental for success
across educational, social, emotional, and health domains (Clark et al., 2023; Wanless et al., 2021).
According to Barkley's theoretical model, executive functions support goal-directed behavior through self-
regulation, inhibition, and planning. Zelazo and Mdller similarly describe executive functions as including
working memory, planning, decision-making, and cognitive flexibility, emphasizing their importance across
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cognitive, emotional, and social domains (Zelazo & Miiller, 2016). Cognitive neuroscience research highlights
the prefrontal cortex as critical for executive function development during adolescence (Sung et al., 2021).
Social and environmental experiences, including family support, further influence executive functions
(Cumming et al., 2020; Harwood-Gross et al., 2020).

Among psychological interventions for executive dysfunction, Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) have received substantial attention. CBT targets maladaptive
thought patterns to foster healthier behaviors (Atwood & Friedman, 2020; Taghavizade et al., 2019), while
ACT emphasizes accepting unpleasant thoughts and feelings and enhancing psychological flexibility (Ferreira
et al., 2022; Shah, 2021). Prior research has demonstrated the relationship between social media addiction
and impaired executive functions (Bakhshipour & Azhdari, 2023), as well as the effectiveness of interventions
like cognitive-behavioral play therapy (Aminian & Asli Azad, 2024) and ACT-based approaches (Jaramillo
et al., 2024; Rezazadeh et al., 2018). However, direct comparisons of CBT and ACT for improving executive
functions in phubbing-affected students are lacking, underscoring the need for the present study.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pre-test, post-test, and two-month follow-up structure.
Participants were undergraduate students from Islamic Azad University, Rasht Branch, during the 20242025
academic year. Using G*Power software, a sample size of 45 students was determined, with 15 participants
randomly assigned to each of three groups: ACT, CBT, and control. Inclusion criteria involved extensive daily
mobile phone use and absence of severe psychological or physical disorders, while exclusion criteria included
recent psychological treatment or mobile-phone-dependent employment.

The Executive Functions Questionnaire (Nejati, 2013), comprising 30 items across seven subscales, served as
the primary measurement tool. Its Cronbach's alpha ranged between 0.81 and 0.86 in previous studies. The
ACT intervention followed the Eifert et al. (2006) protocol, emphasizing acceptance, mindfulness, and value-
based actions. The CBT intervention followed Frey's (2007) protocol, focusing on cognitive restructuring, self-
monitoring, and behavioral strategies. Both interventions were delivered across 10 sessions. Data analysis
involved descriptive statistics, repeated measures ANCOVA, and Bonferroni post-hoc tests using SPSS
version 26.

Findings

Demographic analysis revealed that most participants were female undergraduate students aged 20-30,
representing a range of academic disciplines. Most reported over three hours of daily mobile phone use.
Descriptive statistics indicated improvements in executive function scores in both the ACT and CBT groups
from pre-test to follow-up, with the CBT group showing a slightly greater increase.

Repeated measures ANCOVA results confirmed significant improvements in executive functions in both
intervention groups compared to the control group. The effect size was notably large for the overall executive
functions variable (n?> =0.964, F = 551.571, p < 0.001). Significant improvements were observed in subscales
such as working memory, selective attention, and planning, especially in the CBT group, while decision-
making improved more in the ACT group.

Bonferroni post-hoc analysis revealed that both ACT and CBT significantly outperformed the control group at
post-test and follow-up stages. While there was no significant difference between ACT and CBT immediately
post-intervention, at follow-up, CBT exhibited a superior effect on overall executive functions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study demonstrated that both Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Cognitive-Behavioral
Therapy were effective in enhancing executive functions in students exhibiting phubbing behavior. However,
CBT showed a more enduring impact over the two-month follow-up period. These findings suggest that
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although both therapies yield short-term improvements, CBT may better sustain cognitive and behavioral
changes associated with executive functioning in the long term.

The results align with the understanding that cognitive-behavioral interventions, by addressing dysfunctional
thought patterns and promoting structured behavioral practices, foster significant and lasting improvements in
executive abilities. In contrast, ACT's focus on psychological flexibility and emotional acceptance may yield
meaningful but somewhat less durable changes in executive domains when compared to direct cognitive
restructuring methods.

These findings highlight the importance of integrating structured cognitive-behavioral techniques into
intervention programs aimed at reducing problematic smartphone use and improving academic performance
among university students. Universities might benefit from offering training workshops on time management,
cognitive flexibility, and impulse control rooted in CBT principles.

At a practical level, families can contribute by modeling healthy phone usage behaviors and reinforcing coping
strategies that support self-regulation and emotional resilience. The incorporation of mobile applications that
deliver daily ACT and CBT exercises may further enhance the effectiveness of these interventions by providing
ongoing support for behavior change.

In conclusion, while both ACT and CBT offer valuable tools for addressing executive function deficits related
to phubbing behavior, CBT may offer a more robust and sustainable approach. Future studies should explore
longer-term outcomes, investigate potential moderating variables such as baseline psychological flexibility,
and consider blended intervention models that integrate the strengths of both therapeutic approaches for
optimal benefit.
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