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Background: Distress tolerance and emotional regulation are among the common challenges in
depression and can lead to exacerbation of mood disorders. This issue increases the importance of
developing new treatments, especially in the third wave of more effective cognitive-behavioral
treatments, where less research has been done in this field.

Aims: The purpose of this study was to compare the effectiveness of emotional schema therapy and
acceptance and commitment-based therapy on distress tolerance and emotion regulation difficulty in
people with major depressive disorder.

Methods: This research was a semi-experimental type with a pre-test and post-test design. The
statistical population of the present study included all patients with major depressive disorder in
Zanjan city in 2023, out of which 45 eligible volunteers with major depressive disorder were included
in the study by available sampling method and randomly divided into 2 experimental groups. (15
people in each group) and a control group (15 people) were assigned. Data collection tools in the
present study included two depression scales (Beck, 1961), a distress tolerance scale (Simmons and
Gaher, 2005), and an emotion regulation difficulty scale (Gratz and Ronmer, 2004). The first
experimental group underwent 9 sessions of emotional therapy and the second experimental group
underwent 8 sessions of treatment based on acceptance and commitment, one session per week and
each session lasted 90 minutes. To analyze the data, univariate covariance analysis, multivariate
covariance analysis, and Bonferroni post hoc test were used at a significance level of 0.05 with
SPSS26 software.

Results: The results showed that both treatments were effective in distress tolerance and emotion
regulation (p< 0.05). Meanwhile, the results of Bonferroni's post hoc test showed that none of the
treatments were superior to each other in the degree of impact on distress tolerance and emotion
regulation, and both were equally effective.

Conclusion: Based on the findings of the present study, it can be stated that the emotional therapy
plan and the therapy based on acceptance and commitment can be useful and promising interventions
to tolerate distress and regulate emotions in depressed people.
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Introduction

Major depressive disorder (MDD) is a serious
psychiatric condition marked by symptoms such as
depressed  mood, appetite changes, sleep
disturbances, low energy, feelings of worthlessness,
poor concentration, and suicidal thoughts. It is more
prevalent in adults, affecting about 5% of this
population (American Psychiatric  Association,
2013). Psychological vulnerability to depression is
affected by factors such as emotional issues and low
distress tolerance, which is the ability to manage
negative emotions. This concept encompasses
enduring and accepting emotions and regulating
them. Individuals with low distress tolerance often
struggle to cope with their feelings, leading to
avoidance and a desire for quick relief from sadness.
This can worsen their distress tolerance and
contribute to ongoing depression, ultimately
impairing their overall functioning (Lee et al., 2023).
Difficulty in emotion regulation is one of the key
factors in the persistence of symptoms of depression.
Emotion regulation refers to the ability to manage and
change an individual's emotional responses and
includes various strategies (Nedai et al. 2023).
Suitable treatments for depression include emotional
schema therapy and therapy based on acceptance and
commitment (Feyzollahi et al., 2023). Emotional
schema therapy is one of the effective methods for
treating depression and issues related to emotional
experience. This model addresses the different
interpretations and evaluations individuals have of
emotional experiences and identifies problematic
strategies in  emotion  regulation.  Specific
interventions for these strategies are proposed, and
problematic schemas are explained by patients and
therapists (Kalantarian et al. 2024). Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) is recognized as an
effective approach for reducing symptoms of
depression, distress tolerance, and emotion
regulation. This type of therapy focuses on increasing
an individual's connection with their thoughts and
feelings rather than changing cognitions, and it
includes six fundamental processes: acceptance,
cognitive defusion, being present, self as context,
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values, and committed action (Sanabria-Mazo et al.,
2023; Najjar Kakhki et al. 2023). This research has
been conducted to compare the effectiveness of
emotional schema therapy and acceptance and
commitment therapy on depression, emotion
regulation, and distress tolerance in individuals with
major depressive disorder. So far, no study has
simultaneously examined the impact of these two
types of therapy to determine which one is more
effective.

Method

This study employed a quasi-experimental research
design using a pre-test and post-test framework with
two experimental groups and one control group. The
research focused on patients diagnosed with major
depressive disorder seeking treatment in Zanjan City
in 2023. Permissions were obtained from officials at
both private and public treatment facilities, including
mental health hospitals and welfare services, to
implement the intervention. Patients diagnosed by
psychiatrists and psychologists were referred to the
researcher and therapist for participation, contingent
upon their consent.. A total of 45 eligible individuals
who expressed a willingness to participate were
included in the study and randomly assigned to three
groups of 15 participants each, consisting of two
experimental groups and one control group.
Ultimately, one of the experimental groups received
emotional schema therapy interventions, which were
conducted over nine 90-minute sessions once a week
for a duration of two months, following the treatment
package developed by Leahy (2016). The other
experimental group underwent acceptance and
commitment therapy, delivered in eight 90-minute
sessions once a week for two months, based on the
treatment package by Hayes et al. (2004), with
sessions conducted separately. The control group did
not receive any therapeutic interventions.

The study's entry criteria required participant consent,
no prior psychological interventions, no diagnoses of
psychotic disorders or substance abuse, no
therapeutic interventions in the last two years, and at
least a ninth-grade education. EXxit criteria included
severe disturbances, missing more than two sessions,
concurrent medication or psychotherapy,
unwillingness to continue, and hospitalization needs.
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Participants were assured of confidentiality and
informed about the research's purpose and stages. The
study utilized the Beck Depression Inventory_lIlI, the
Distress Tolerance Scale, and the Difficulties in
Emotion Regulation Scale, with data analyzed using
SPSS 26. Results were presented in descriptive and
inferential sections, employing ANCOVA and
MANCOVA for hypothesis testing at a significance
level of 0.05, with relevant assumptions checked
beforehand.

Results
The analysis of distress tolerance and emotional
regulation  difficulties  revealed  significant

improvements in both the acceptance and
commitment therapy group and the schema therapy
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group after treatment. In the acceptance and
commitment group, distress tolerance increased from
a mean of 26.13 to 57.46, while emotional regulation
difficulties decreased from 131.866 to 69.266. The
schema therapy group also showed notable changes,
with distress tolerance rising from 25.60 to 57.20 and
emotional regulation difficulties dropping from
131.66 to 69.33. In contrast, the control group
exhibited no significant changes in either measure.
All components of distress tolerance and emotional
regulation difficulties in the therapy groups showed
significant post-test improvements, while the control
group did not. ANCOVA was used to assess the
significance of these differences, confirming the
reliability of the results after checking the necessary
assumptions.

Table 1. Analysis of covariance test to measure the effectiveness of emotional schema therapy and acceptance and commitment therapy on
the components of distress tolerance and emotion regulation difficulty

Variable Sub variable

Effect Source  Effect Size P Value F Value

Tolerating distress and excitement

Absorption of negative emotions

Distress Tolerance Evaluation

setting

Endure total distress
Not accepting emotional responses
Difficulty in purposeful behavior

Difficulty controlling impulses

Emotion Regulation Difficulty

denial/suppression (lack of clarity of emotion)
Limited access to emotional regulation strategies

difficulty regulating emotion (total)

Lack of emotional awareness

Group effect 0.822 <0.001 94.578

Pretest effect 0.02 0.366 0.836
Group effect 0.849 <0.001  114.847
Pretest effect 0.061 0.11 2.665
Group effect 0.861 <0.001  126.859
Pretest effect 0.041 0.193 1.755
Group effect 0.860 <0.001  125.566
Pretest effect 0.015 0.431 0.633
Group effect 0.949 <0.001  380.836
Pretest effect 0.006 0.614 0.258
Group effect 0.841 <0.001  108.456
Pretest effect 0.007 0.595 0.286
Group effect 0.845 <0.001  111.647
Pretest effect 0.054 0.132 2.361
Group effect 0.751 <0.001 61.967
Pretest effect 0.017 0.407 0.703
Group effect 0.919 <0.001  232.447
Pretest effect 0.09 0.05 4.075
Group effect 0.906 <0.001  196.469
Pretest effect 0.004 0.686 0.166
Group effect 0.861 <0.001  126.791
Pretest effect 0.004 0.694 0.157
Group effect 0.953 <0.001  416.055
Pretest effect 0.067 0.094 2.936

The study found a significant difference in emotion
regulation difficulties and distress tolerance among
individuals with major depressive disorder after
adjusting for pre-test effects (p< 0.001). To compare
the effectiveness of schema therapy and acceptance
and commitment therapy on these variables, the
Bonferroni post hoc test was conducted, with results
detailed in Table 2.

The findings indicate that both schema therapy and
acceptance and commitment therapy significantly
affect emotional regulation difficulties and distress
tolerance (p< 0.001). There is no significant
difference in the effectiveness of the two therapies,
suggesting they have an equal impact on both
emotional regulation and distress tolerance.
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Table 2. The result of the follow-up test to compare the post-test score of distress tolerance and emotion regulation difficulty between groups

Variable Comparison type P Value  Error Standard  Difference Mean
Schema therapy - evidence <0.001 1.340 32.345
Distress Tolerance Acceptance and Commitment Therapy - Evidence <0.001 1.333 31.834
Acceptance and commitment therapy - schema therapy 1/00 1.320 0.511
Schema therapy - control <0.001 2.450 61.257 -
Emotion Regulation Difficulty Acceptance and Commitment Therapy - Control <0.001 2.448 -61,359
Acceptance and commitment therapy - schema therapy 1/000 2.435 0.102

Conclusion

The present research compares the effectiveness of
emotional schema therapy and acceptance and
commitment therapy on distress tolerance and
difficulties in emotion regulation in individuals with
major depressive disorder.

The first finding of the research indicated that the
Treatment based on acceptance and commitment is
effective in tolerating the distress of depressed
people, which is in agreement with the research
findings of dortaj et al. (2021), Mosapor (2023), and
Nazari et al.). Acceptance and commitment therapy
enhances mindfulness, helping individuals reduce
symptoms of depression and anxiety by encouraging
present-moment awareness and non-judgmental
observation. It promotes acceptance of life's
imperfections and limitations, fostering flexibility
and tolerance. This approach teaches that
experiencing both excitement and distress is normal,
ultimately facilitating personal growth.

The second finding of this research was that therapy
based on acceptance and commitment was effective
in the difficulty of regulating emotions in depressed
people, which is in agreement with the findings of
Tarkhan (2017), and Dehghan et al (2023). is aligned.
Discusses Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
encourages individuals to view negative thoughts not
as reflections of negative feelings, but to focus on
acceptance and pursuing their life values rather than
avoiding discomfort. It aims to enhance
psychological flexibility through mindfulness and
self-observation, helping individuals improve their
relationship with their thoughts and detach from
negative emotions. This approach reduces suffering
linked to avoidance and emotional intolerance.

The third finding of the present study was that Hihani
schema therapy was effective in distress tolerance,
which was in line with the results of Nedaei et al.
(2023), and Nazari et al (2022). Emotional schema
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therapy focuses on improving the interpretations and
coping strategies related to emotions rather than
viewing emotions as problematic. It aims to identify
and enhance negative emotional beliefs to aid in
emotional regulation and distress tolerance. By
promoting acceptance of emotional issues, the
therapy provides new strategies for managing
emotions. It combines cognitive and emotional
techniques to transform maladaptive schemas,
improve emotion regulation, reduce negative
emotions, and foster self-acceptance and motivation
to overcome personal challenges.

The fourth finding of this research was that emotional
schema therapy was effective in the difficulty of
regulating emotions in people with major depression,
which is in line with the findings of Kalantarian et al.
(2024), and Feyzolahi et al (2023) These approaches
help people accept emotions as a natural part of their
lives and avoid suppressing them. Emotional therapy
emphasizes the intrinsic connection of emotions with
cognitive processes, attention, behavior, and
memory, and suggests that both unpleasant and
pleasant emotions can help reduce depressive
symptoms. By building a deep therapeutic
relationship and promoting more effective emotion
regulation strategies, this approach helps reduce
depressive symptoms and dependence on ineffective
strategies. Finally, confronting problematic strategies
and replacing them with more effective alternatives is
a critical component in managing emotional
problems.

In the fifth finding of this research, it was found that
emotional schema therapy and therapy based on
acceptance and commitment had an effect on distress
tolerance and none of them was superior to the other.
This result was in line with the research of Nazari et
al (2022). It was not in line with the opinion of
Nazarandaz Korandeh et al, (2021) and Piri et
al(2020). Emotional schema therapy and therapy
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based on acceptance and commitment emphasize the
acceptance of negative emotions such as sadness and
depression and help clients to accept these emotions
as a part of their lives. These approaches aim to teach
emotion regulation and increase psychological
flexibility, without a primary focus on symptom
reduction. Also, these treatments help people to come
closer to their life values and avoid catastrophic
interpretations of negative emotions. Finally, these
techniques can help improve positive self-evaluation
and reduce feelings of helplessness.

Finally, in the sixth finding of this research, it was
found that both types of intervention, namely,
emotional schema therapy and therapy based on
acceptance and commitment, had an effect on the
difficulty of emotion regulation, and none of them
was superior to the other, which is in line with the
findings of Feyzolahi et al (2023) (1402) and
Faizullah and colleagues (1402). It was aligned, but it
was not aligned with Najjar Kakhki research (2023).
Emotional schema therapy and therapy based on
acceptance and commitment emphasize methods of
dealing with negative emotions such as sadness and
depression, and their goal is to teach clients to accept
unpleasant emotions. Emotional schema therapy
helps people accept negative emotions as part of their
lives and learn how to regulate them. Acceptance and
commitment therapy also teach people not to view
negative thoughts as enemies and to move toward
their values in life instead of reacting violently. These
approaches emphasize increasing mental flexibility
and help clients cope with their emotions and move
towards meaningful life goals.

Vol. 24, No. 150, 2025
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I, Emotional schema therapy
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3. Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale
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I, Beck Depression Inventory |1
2, Distress Tolerance Scale
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