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Abstract

The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy (MBCT) on behavioral emotion regulation and coping styles in
individuals with autoimmune diseases. The research method was a
quasi-experimental applied study conducted using a pretest—posttest design with a
control group. The statistical population of the present study consisted of all
individuals with autoimmune diseases who referred to hospitals and medical centers
in District 2 of Tehran during the first half of 2024. The sample of the present study
included 30 individuals selected from the population using purposive sampling and
randomly assigned to an experimental group (15 participants) and a control group (15
participants). The research instruments included the Behavioral Emotion Regulation
Questionnaire by Craij and Garnefski (2019) and the Coping Styles Questionnaire by
Endler and Parker (1990). To analyze the data and examine the research hypotheses,
multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) and univariate analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) were used. All statistical analyses were conducted using
SPSS wversion 27. The results of the study showed that the difference between the
intervention group and the control group was significant in terms of the mean scores
of behavioral emotion regulation and coping styles (p < .001). Overall, the findings
indicated that mindfulness-based cognitive therapy increased behavioral emotion
regulation and problem-focused coping style while reducing emotion-focused coping
style and avoidant coping style in individuals with autoimmune diseases.
Keywords: Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy, Behavioral Emotion Regulation,
Coping Styles
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Autoimmune diseases constitute a heterogeneous group of chronic conditions characterized by dysregulation
of the immune system in which immune responses are directed against the body’s own tissues. This loss of
immune tolerance leads to persistent inflammation and progressive damage to multiple organs and
physiological systems. Contemporary immunological research emphasizes that the disruption of immune
tolerance and the imbalance of regulatory immune pathways play a fundamental role in the initiation and
progression of autoimmune disorders (Han et al., 2025; Song et al., 2025). These diseases represent a growing
public health concern due to their chronic nature, complex pathogenesis, and long-term impact on quality of
life. Epidemiological evidence indicates that the prevalence and incidence of autoimmune diseases have
increased substantially over recent decades across different age groups and geographic regions (Abend et al.,
2024; Zhao et al., 2024). Furthermore, variations in prevalence by sex and region suggest that both biological
and environmental factors contribute to the development and distribution of these disorders (Akmatov et al.,
2025; Zhang et al., 2024).
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Beyond their biological complexity, autoimmune diseases impose substantial psychological and
socioeconomic burdens on affected individuals and healthcare systems. Chronic pain, fatigue, physical
limitations, and uncertainty about disease progression often lead to reduced quality of life and increased
functional impairment. Economic analyses demonstrate that autoimmune conditions, particularly
inflammatory rheumatic diseases, are associated with considerable direct medical costs and indirect costs
resulting from decreased productivity and long-term disability (Rezaee et al., 2025). In addition, fatigue and
disease-related stress can significantly diminish psychological well-being and everyday functioning among
patients with autoimmune conditions (Zhou et al., 2024). These multidimensional challenges highlight the
importance of addressing psychological factors alongside medical management in order to improve overall
patient outcomes.

A growing body of research has demonstrated strong associations between autoimmune diseases and
psychological disorders, especially mood and anxiety disorders. Large-scale population analyses indicate that
individuals with chronic inflammatory conditions are more likely to experience affective disturbances such as
depression and anxiety compared to the general population (Mudra Rakshasa-Loots et al., 2025). Stress plays
a critical role in this relationship. Psychoneuroimmunological research suggests that chronic psychological
stress can influence immune responses through neuroendocrine pathways, thereby contributing to disease onset
or exacerbation (Alotiby, 2024; Alzaabi et al., 2025). Consequently, the interaction between psychological
processes and immune functioning has become a major focus in contemporary health psychology and
behavioral medicine.

Among psychological variables relevant to chronic illness adaptation, emotion regulation is considered a
central mechanism influencing mental health and coping with disease-related stress. Emotion regulation refers
to the processes through which individuals influence the experience, intensity, and expression of their
emotional responses. Behavioral emotion regulation specifically involves observable strategies and actions
used to manage emotional experiences in daily life (Sadat Rasoul & Alizadeh Fard, 2021). Research indicates
that ineffective emotion regulation strategies are associated with increased psychological distress and poorer
health outcomes, whereas adaptive regulation strategies contribute to resilience, psychological adjustment, and
improved quality of life (Rafiei Rad et al., 2021; Zhou et al., 2024). In individuals with chronic illnesses,
difficulties in regulating emotional responses may intensify stress reactions and negatively influence disease
management and adherence to treatment.

Closely related to emotion regulation are coping styles, which represent habitual cognitive and behavioral
strategies individuals use when confronted with stressful situations. Coping styles are commonly categorized
into problem-focused, emotion-focused, and avoidance-based strategies. These coping patterns significantly
influence psychological adaptation and health outcomes (Afshar et al., 2015). Empirical evidence suggests
that maladaptive coping strategies are associated with increased emotional exhaustion, stress, and reduced
psychological well-being, while adaptive coping strategies contribute to resilience and better adjustment to
chronic health conditions (Afshari & Rezaei, 2022; Babaei et al., 2021). Systematic reviews examining coping
in chronic illnesses have emphasized that effective coping strategies can mitigate psychological distress and
improve overall functioning among patients facing long-term health challenges (Conduah et al., 2025).
Given the importance of emotion regulation and coping styles in psychological adaptation, interventions aimed
at strengthening these capacities have received increasing attention in recent years. One such intervention is
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), an integrative psychological approach combining principles
of cognitive therapy with mindfulness meditation practices. MBCT aims to cultivate non-judgmental
awareness of present-moment experiences, allowing individuals to observe thoughts and emotions without
becoming overwhelmed by them (Gkintoni et al., 2025). Evidence from meta-analytic studies suggests that
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mindfulness practices are associated with reductions in psychological distress and improvements in processes
such as decentering and emotional awareness (Angarita-Osorio et al., 2024; Guo, 2024).

In recent years, the application of mindfulness-based interventions in medical and chronic disease populations
has gained increasing attention. Studies conducted with patients undergoing hemodialysis have shown that
mindfulness interventions can improve perceived stress, emotion regulation, and quality of life (Akbulut &
Erci, 2024; Alhawatmeh et al., 2022). Similarly, research involving patients with multiple sclerosis has
demonstrated that mindfulness-integrated cognitive therapies can reduce negative affect and improve cognitive
emotion regulation (Fakhrmand et al., 2024). In patients with rheumatoid arthritis, mindfulness-based
approaches have also been associated with improvements in emotion regulation and executive functioning,
suggesting that these interventions may provide meaningful psychological benefits for individuals coping with
autoimmune conditions (Alkasir et al., 2025). Moreover, recent technological developments have facilitated
the delivery of psychological interventions through digital platforms, increasing accessibility and potentially
enhancing treatment outcomes for patients with inflammatory rheumatic diseases (Knitza et al., 2025).
Despite the growing evidence supporting mindfulness-based interventions, research examining their effects
specifically on behavioral emotion regulation and coping styles among individuals with autoimmune diseases
remains limited. Most previous studies have focused primarily on psychological symptoms or cognitive
emotion regulation processes rather than observable behavioral strategies for managing emotions.
Additionally, cultural and contextual factors may influence coping mechanisms and psychological responses
to chronic illness, underscoring the importance of conducting research in diverse populations. Studies
conducted within different cultural contexts have demonstrated that psychological and spiritual interventions
can significantly influence coping patterns and resilience among individuals and families facing health-related
challenges (Abbasi et al., 2022). Furthermore, research within Iranian clinical populations has shown
promising results regarding the effectiveness of mindfulness-based cognitive therapy in improving emotional
regulation and coping mechanisms among individuals with psychosomatic conditions and other psychological
difficulties (Jokar & Rahmanian, 2025; Shahvardi et al., 2023). These findings suggest that
mindfulness-based approaches may represent a valuable therapeutic option for improving psychological
functioning among individuals with chronic autoimmune diseases.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental research design with a pretest—posttest structure and a
control group. The statistical population consisted of individuals diagnosed with autoimmune diseases who
were receiving medical care in specialized clinics and healthcare centers. Participants who met the inclusion
criteria were selected using purposive sampling and were subsequently assigned randomly to either an
experimental group or a control group. Inclusion criteria included a confirmed diagnosis of an autoimmune
disease by a physician, willingness to participate in the study, and absence of severe psychiatric disorders that
could interfere with participation in psychological intervention sessions.

After participant recruitment and informed consent procedures, both groups completed baseline assessments
measuring behavioral emotion regulation and coping styles. The experimental group then participated in a
structured Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy program delivered in a group format. The intervention
consisted of eight weekly sessions, each lasting approximately 90 minutes. The sessions included mindfulness
meditation exercises, cognitive awareness training, breathing techniques, body-scan practices, and discussions
aimed at helping participants recognize and modify maladaptive cognitive and emotional patterns. Participants
were also encouraged to practice mindfulness exercises at home between sessions.

The control group did not receive any psychological intervention during the study period and continued their
usual medical care. At the completion of the intervention program, both groups completed the same
psychological assessments administered at the pretest stage. The instruments used in this study included
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standardized questionnaires designed to measure behavioral emotion regulation and coping styles. Data were
analyzed using appropriate statistical methods to evaluate differences between the experimental and control
groups across the pretest and posttest measurements.

Findings

The study included 30 participants with autoimmune diseases who were randomly assigned to an experimental
group (n =15) and a control group (n = 15). The mean age of participants in the experimental group was 51.87
+ 7.45, while the control group had a mean age of 53.13 + 6.93. Descriptive results indicated notable
improvements in coping strategies in the experimental group from pretest to posttest. Specifically, the mean
score for distraction (engaging in other activities) increased from 7.93 + 1.75 to 11.13 + 1.64, active
confrontation increased from 7.87 + 1.45 to 10.60 £ 1.50, and seeking social support increased from 9.27 +
1.16 to 11.80 + 1.42. Conversely, maladaptive strategies decreased, including withdrawal from 16.00 + 1.19
to 13.00 + 1.46 and ignoring/avoidance responses from 16.73 = 1.43 to 13.53 + 1.59. At the broader level of
coping styles, problem-focused coping increased from 50.87 + 2.97 to 55.40 + 3.37, whereas emotion-focused
coping decreased from 56.40 + 3.04 to 52.40 + 3.24, and avoidant coping decreased from 50.60 + 3.35 to 46.40
* 3.68 in the experimental group, while the control group showed minimal changes. After controlling for
pretest scores, adjusted posttest means also indicated higher scores for adaptive coping components in the
experimental group (e.g., distraction = 11.24, active confrontation = 10.64, social support = 11.69) and lower
scores for maladaptive coping (withdrawal = 13.15, ignoring = 13.73, avoidant coping = 46.51) compared with
the control group. Multivariate analysis of covariance revealed a statistically significant overall group effect
(Wilks’ Lambda = 0.028, F(8,13) = 55.763, p <0.001,n?>=0.972), indicating that mindfulness-based cognitive
therapy significantly improved behavioral emotion regulation and coping styles in patients with autoimmune
diseases.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that mindfulness-based cognitive therapy can be an effective psychological
intervention for improving behavioral emotion regulation and coping styles among individuals living with
autoimmune diseases. By cultivating non-judgmental awareness of thoughts and emotions and encouraging
adaptive cognitive processing, this therapeutic approach appears to help patients manage emotional distress
more effectively and adopt more constructive coping strategies in response to chronic illness. Strengthening
these psychological capacities may contribute to improved psychological well-being, better adaptation to
disease-related stress, and enhanced quality of life for individuals coping with long-term autoimmune
conditions. These results highlight the potential value of integrating mindfulness-based psychological
interventions into comprehensive treatment programs for patients with autoimmune diseases.
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