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Abstract

The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)
on difficulties in emotion regulation and negative automatic thoughts among patients with anxiety
disorders. This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and a two-month follow-
up assessment alongside a control group. The statistical population consisted of patients diagnosed with
anxiety disorders who attended counseling centers, psychological clinics, and mental health centers in
Tehran during 2025. Following screening procedures, 30 eligible participants with elevated scores on
emotion regulation difficulties and negative automatic thoughts were selected through purposive sampling
and randomly assigned to experimental (n=15) and control (n=15) groups. The experimental group
received ten 90-minute sessions of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, whereas the control group
received no psychological intervention. Data were analyzed using two-way repeated-measures analysis of
variance in SPSS version 26. The results indicated significant main effects of group and time, as well as a
significant group x time interaction for both difficulties in emotion regulation and negative automatic
thoughts (p <.001). For difficulties in emotion regulation, the interaction effect was significant (F = 36.48,
1% = .566). Similarly, for negative automatic thoughts, a significant interaction effect was observed (F =
34.82, n?=.555). Mean comparisons demonstrated substantial reductions in emotion regulation difficulties
and negative automatic thoughts from pretest to posttest in the experimental group, with these
improvements largely maintained at the two-month follow-up. In contrast, the control group exhibited
minimal changes across assessment phases. The findings suggest that Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy is an effective intervention for reducing difficulties in emotion regulation and negative automatic
thoughts among individuals with anxiety disorders. By fostering psychological flexibility, enhancing
acceptance of internal experiences, reducing experiential avoidance, and promoting cognitive defusion,
ACT contributes to meaningful emotional and cognitive improvements. Therefore, incorporating ACT into
counseling services and mental health settings may provide substantialbenefits for patients experiencing
anxiety-related difficulties.

Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy; Emotion Regulation Difficulties; Negative Automatic
Thoughts; Anxiety Disorders.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Anxiety disorders are among the most prevalent and disabling mental health conditions worldwide,
characterized by persistent fear, excessive worry, physiological arousal, and avoidance behaviors that
significantly impair social, occupational, academic, and interpersonal functioning. Contemporary models of
anxiety emphasize that these disorders are maintained not only by the presence of anxious symptoms but also
by maladaptive cognitive and emotional processes that influence how individuals respond to internal
experiences. Anxiety disorders frequently become chronic because affected individuals engage in repetitive
patterns of avoidance, threat monitoring, and cognitive fusion with distressing thoughts, all of which contribute
to the persistence of emotional suffering and functional impairment (Penninx et al., 2021; Rosellini & Brown,
2023).
Recent evidence has highlighted the central role of emotion regulation difficulties in the development and
maintenance of anxiety disorders. Emotion regulation refers to the processes through which individuals
monitor, evaluate, and modify emotional reactions in order to achieve adaptive functioning. When these
processes become impaired, individuals may struggle to understand, tolerate, or manage emotional experiences
effectively. Such difficulties often result in emotional overwhelm, impulsive responses, avoidance behaviors,
and reduced psychological flexibility. Research has consistently shown that deficits in emotion regulation are
strongly associated with elevated anxiety symptoms and broader psychological distress (Menefee et al., 2022).
Moreover, network analyses have demonstrated that emotion regulation difficulties occupy a central position
in the relationship between anxiety and other forms of psychopathology, suggesting that improvements in
emotional regulation may lead to broader psychological benefits (Ruan et al., 2023).
Another critical factor associated with anxiety disorders is the presence of negative automatic thoughts. These
thoughts are rapid, involuntary, and often repetitive cognitive events that arise in response to internal or
external stimuli. Individuals with anxiety disorders commonly interpret ambiguous situations as threatening
and engage in catastrophic predictions regarding future outcomes. Such cognitive distortions intensify
emotional distress and contribute to maladaptive coping strategies. Negative automatic thoughts are not merely
consequences of anxiety; they actively participate in maintaining and exacerbating anxiety symptoms through
recurrent activation of threat-related cognitive schemas (Alsaleh et al., 2016). Empirical findings further
indicate that higher levels of negative automatic thoughts are associated with greater psychological distress,
experiential avoidance, and maladaptive emotional responses (Alipour et al., 2025).
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Because anxiety disorders involve both emotional and cognitive vulnerabilities, interventions capable of
addressing these processes simultaneously are particularly valuable. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT), one of the third-wave cognitive-behavioral approaches, has gained considerable attention as an
evidence-based intervention for anxiety and related conditions. ACT aims to enhance psychological flexibility,
defined as the capacity to remain in contact with present-moment experiences while pursuing actions consistent
with personal values. Rather than attempting to eliminate unwanted thoughts and emotions, ACT encourages
individuals to change their relationship with internal experiences through acceptance, mindfulness, cognitive
defusion, self-as-context, values clarification, and committed action (Hasheminasab et al., 2015).
Theoretical and empirical evidence suggests that ACT may be especially effective in reducing emotion
regulation difficulties. Through acceptance-based strategies and mindfulness practices, individuals learn to
observe emotional experiences without excessive judgment or avoidance. This process increases emotional
awareness, distress tolerance, and adaptive behavioral responding. Previous research has shown that ACT
interventions significantly improve emotional regulation capacities and reduce emotional dysregulation among
different populations (Norouzi et al., 2017). In addition, ACT has demonstrated promising effects on
maladaptive cognitive processes. Cognitive defusion techniques help individuals recognize thoughts as
transient mental events rather than objective truths, thereby reducing the influence of negative automatic
thoughts on emotional and behavioral functioning. A recent meta-analysis reported significant reductions in
negative emotions and automatic thoughts following ACT interventions while simultaneously increasing
psychological flexibility (Zou et al., 2025).

Furthermore, the characteristics of anxiety disorders make them particularly suitable targets for ACT -based
interventions. Chronic worry, fear, experiential avoidance, and cognitive fusion are central features of anxiety -
related psychopathology. Contemporary reviews indicate that these mechanisms contribute substantially to
symptom persistence and functional impairment (Ohi et al., 2025; Rosellini & Brown, 2023). Given the
growing evidence supporting ACT and the established importance of emotion regulation difficulties and
negative automatic thoughts in anxiety disorders, examining the effectiveness of ACT onthese variables may
provide valuable clinical and theoretical insights. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the
effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on difficulties in emotion regulation and negative
automatic thoughts among patients with anxiety disorders.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up assessments
alongside a control group. The statistical population consisted of adult patients diagnosed with anxiety
disorders who attended counseling centers, psychological service clinics, and mental health facilities in Tehran
during 2025.

Following initial screening procedures, participants completed the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale
and the Automatic Thoughts Questionnaire. Individuals who scored above the screening cutoffs on both
measures were considered eligible for participation. A total of 30 participants were selected through purposive
sampling and randomly assigned to either the experimental group (n =15) or the control group (n = 15).

The inclusion criteria included aclinical diagnosis of an anxiety disorder, adulthood, willingness to participate,
adequate literacy for questionnaire completion, and the ability to attend treatment sessions regularly.
Individuals receiving similar psychological interventions concurrently or experiencing severe psychiatric
disorders such as psychosis or active bipolar disorder were excluded.

Data collection was conducted using the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS) and the Automatic
Thoughts Questionnaire (ATQ). The DERS assesses multiple dimensions of emotional dysregulation,
including emotional awareness, emotional clarity, impulse control difficulties, and limited access to emotion
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regulation strategies. The ATQ measures the frequency of negative automatic thoughts associated with
maladaptive cognitive functioning.

The experimental group participated in ten weekly 90-minute sessions of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy. The intervention focused on psychoeducation, identification of anxiety-related avoidance patterns,
acceptance of difficult emotions, cognitive defusion, mindfulness practices, self-as-context, values
clarification, and committed action. Participants were assigned therapeutic exercises and homework tasks
throughout the intervention. The control group did not receive any psychological treatment during the study
period and participated only in assessment procedures.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. Descriptive statistics included means and standard deviations.
Group equivalence was examined using independent-samples t-tests and Fisher’s exact test. Assumptions of
normality and homogeneity were evaluated before inferential analyses. The effectiveness of the intervention
was assessed through repeated-measures analyses comparing changes across pretest, posttest, and follow-up
assessments.

Findings

The mean age of participants in the experimental and control groups was 36.80 * 5.34 years and 37.26 £5.11
years, respectively. No statistically significant differences were found between groups regarding age, gender
distribution, educational level, marital status, or type of anxiety disorder, indicating demographic homogeneity.
Descriptive findings revealed substantial reductions in both outcome variables within the experimental group.
The mean score of difficulties in emotion regulation decreased from 118.46 at pretest to 93.20 at posttest and
remained relatively stable at 94.60 during follow-up. In contrast, the control group demonstrated minimal
changes across assessment periods, with scores remaining near baseline levels.

Similarly, negative automatic thoughts showed a marked decline among participants receiving Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy. Mean scores decreased from 86.73 at pretest to 65.40 at posttest and remained low at
66.13 during follow-up. The control group exhibited no meaningful changes over time.

Assumption testing confirmed that data distributions met requirements for inferential analysis. Repeated -
measures analyses demonstrated significant effects for group, time, and the interaction between group and time
for both variables. For difficulties in emotion regulation, the group-by-time interaction was statistically
significant (F = 36.48, p < .001, n?> = .566), indicating that changes across assessment periods differed
significantly between groups. Likewise, the interaction effect for negative automatic thoughts was significant
(F = 34.82, p <.001, n? = .555), suggesting that the intervention produced substantial improvements relative
to the control condition.

The magnitude of the effect sizes indicated that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy exerted a considerable
influence on both emotion regulation difficulties and negative automatic thoughts. Moreover, the maintenance
of treatment gains during the two-month follow-up suggested that the intervention’s effects were relatively
stable over time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study examined the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy in reducing difficulties
in emotion regulation and negative automatic thoughts among patients with anxiety disorders. The findings
demonstrated that participants who received ACT experienced substantial improvements in both variables
compared with individuals in the control group. These improvements were maintained during the follow-up
period, indicating the durability of treatment effects.

The reduction in emotion regulation difficulties can be understood through the core mechanisms of ACT. By
encouraging acceptance ofemotional experiences rather than avoidance orsuppression, participants developed
greater tolerance for distressing emotions and increased capacity to respond adaptively to anxiety-provoking
situations. Mindfulness and present-moment awareness practices likely contributed to improved emotional
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awareness and reduced emotional reactivity. As participants became less engaged in attempts to control
internal experiences, they gained greater flexibility in managing emotional challenges.

The observed decline in negative automatic thoughts may be attributed to cognitive defusion processes
emphasized within ACT. Participants learned to observe thoughts as mental events rather than objective
realities. This shift in perspective likely reduced the emotional impact and behavioral influence of catastrophic
and self-critical cognitions. Instead of attempting to eliminate negative thoughts, participants developed a
healthier relationship with them, reducing their power to trigger anxiety and avoidance.

An important finding was the simultaneous improvement in emotional and cognitive functioning. Emotion
regulation difficulties and negative automatic thoughts often reinforce one another in anxiety disorders.
Improvements in one domain may therefore facilitate positive changes in the other. ACT appears particularly
well suited to addressing these interconnected processes because it targets underlying psychological flexibility
rather than focusing exclusively on symptom reduction.

The maintenance of treatment gains during follow-up further supports the clinical utility of ACT. The
intervention teaches enduring skills that individuals can continue to apply beyond formal therapy sessions.
Acceptance, mindfulness, values-based action, and cognitive defusion represent transferable competencies that
may help individuals navigate future stressors more effectively.

In conclusion, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy was effective in reducing difficulties in emotion
regulation and negative automatic thoughts among patients with anxiety disorders. The intervention produced
substantial and relatively stable improvements across both emotional and cognitive domains. These findings
support the use of ACT as a valuable therapeutic approach for individuals experiencing anxiety-related
difficulties and highlight its potential role in promoting long-term psychological well-being.
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