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Background: Overweight among university students may be associated with difficulties in cognitive emotion
regulation. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, by enhancing acceptance and psychological flexibility, and
Emotion-Focused Therapy, by facilitating the processing and restructuring of emotional experiences, have the potential
to improve cognitive emotion regulation. Given the limited comparative evidence in this area, comparing the
effectiveness of these two approaches among university students with overweight appears warranted.

Aims: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Emotion-Focused
Therapy in improving cognitive emotion regulation among overweight university students.

Methods: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control group and a two-month
follow-up and was conducted during 2022—-2023. The statistical population comprised all overweight students at the
Rasht Branch of Islamic Azad University. Of these, 45 students were selected through purposive sampling and
randomly assigned to three groups: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy based on the protocol developed by Hayes
and Strosahl (2010), Emotion-Focused Therapy based on the protocol developed by Greenberg et al. (2010), and a
control group, with 15 participants in each group. Data were collected at the pretest, posttest, and follow-up stages
using the Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire developed by Garnefski et al. (2001). The data were analyzed
using mixed-design analysis of variance with repeated measures and the Bonferroni post hoc test in SPSS version 26.
Results: The results indicated significant group-by-time interaction effects for both the adaptive and maladaptive
components of cognitive emotion regulation. The Bonferroni post hoc test showed that, compared with the control
group, both Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Emotion-Focused Therapy significantly improved the
components of cognitive emotion regulation, and these improvements were maintained at the two-month follow-up (p
< .05). However, no significant difference was observed between the effectiveness of the two therapeutic approaches
(p=.05).

Conclusion: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Emotion-Focused Therapy can be considered effective and
sustainable approaches for enhancing cognitive emotion regulation among overweight university students.
Accordingly, psychologists and counselors may incorporate either approach into psychological programs for
overweight management, depending on clients’ needs, therapists’ expertise, and the resources available at counseling
centers.

Citation: Gharehzad Azari, M., Borjali, A., Sodagar, Sh., Kraskian Moujambari, A., & Mousavi, S.M. (2026). Comparing effectiveness of
acceptance and commitment therapy and emotion — focused therapy on emotion cognitive regulation, in overweight students with
perceived stress. Journal of Psychological Science, 25(161), 1-20. 10.66224/jps.25.161.20

Journal of Psychological Science, Vol. 25, No. 161, 2026
© The Author(s). DOI: 10.66224/jps.25.161.20

@o¢ee

X Corresponding Author: Ahmad Borjali, Professor, Department of Clinical Psychology, Faculty of Psychology and educational sciences, Allameh
Tabataba'i University, Tehran, Iran.
E-mail: borjali@atu.ac.ir, Tel: (+98)9123273811



http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3369-8367
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6823-7600
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7935-4789
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5026-3683
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8316-6617
http://doi.org/10.66224/jps.25.161.20
http://doi.org/10.66224/jps.25.161.20

Journal of

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Overweight and obesity are among the most
significant public health challenges and result from
the interaction of biological, psychological,
behavioral, and environmental factors (World Health
Organization, 2024; Dehghani et al., 2024; Ahmad &
Mohammad, 2025). Factors such as negative mood,
body-image dissatisfaction, and difficulty managing
emotions may contribute to emotional eating.
Although emotional eating may temporarily alleviate
unpleasant emotions, it can subsequently intensify
feelings of guilt, shame, and self-blame, thereby
perpetuating a cycle of negative emotions and
overeating (Madali et al., 2020; Rahmeh et al., 2021,
Klatzkin et al., 2022). Cognitive emotion regulation
refers to the cognitive strategies individuals employ
to modify their emotional experiences. Deficits in this
ability, particularly the use of self-blame, rumination,
and catastrophizing, may increase the likelihood of
unhealthy eating and overeating (Rehm & Steiger,
2018; Ha & Lim, 2023; Arxys et al., 2023).
Therefore, interventions targeting overweight should
address emotion-regulation skills in addition to
modifying dietary patterns (Murillo et al., 2023;
Power et al., 2025).

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy enhances
psychological  flexibility through acceptance,
cognitive defusion, contact with the present moment,
self-as-context, values clarification, and committed
action. It helps individuals encounter eating-related
thoughts, emotions, and urges without avoidance or
immediate reaction and adopt behaviors consistent
with their health-related values (lturbe, 2022; Yuan et
al., 2024; Iturbe et al., 2024). Evidence also supports
the effectiveness of this approach in weight
management and in improving emotion regulation
and psychological flexibility (Bricker et al., 2021;
Schumacher et al., 2025; Bagheri et al., 2026). In
contrast, Emotion-Focused Therapy emphasizes the
identification,  acceptance,  processing, and
transformation of maladaptive emotions through the
activation of more adaptive emotional experiences
(Marren etal., 2022; Osoro et al., 2022; Stiegler et al.,
2025). By increasing emotional awareness, reducing
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self-criticism, and facilitating the processing of
emotions such as shame, hopelessness, and body
dissatisfaction, this approach may enhance
individuals’ ability to regulate their emotions and
adopt healthier behaviors (Zarieh et al., 2021; Esmari
etal., 2021; Saeidi et al., 2025).

Although both approaches have a sound theoretical
basis for improving cognitive emotion regulation,
their mechanisms of change differ. Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy focuses on changing
individuals’  relationship with their internal
experiences and promoting values-based behavior,
whereas Emotion-Focused Therapy emphasizes
accessing underlying emotions and transforming
maladaptive emotions into more adaptive emotional
experiences. Despite the available evidence, most
studies have examined these approaches separately or
focused on outcomes such as weight loss and
emotional eating; direct comparisons of their
effectiveness in improving cognitive emotion
regulation among overweight university students
remain limited. Given the changes in lifestyle, sleep
patterns, dietary habits, and physical activity that
occur during university years, as well as the
preventive value of intervention at the overweight
stage, such a comparison may facilitate the selection
of appropriate interventions in university counseling
centers, nutrition clinics, psychotherapy clinics, and
weight-management  centers.  Accordingly, the
present study seeks to determine whether Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy and Emotion-Focused
Therapy differ significantly in their effectiveness in
improving cognitive emotion regulation among
overweight university students.

Method

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—
posttest design with a control group and a two-month
follow-up. The statistical population comprised all
overweight students at the Rasht Branch of Islamic
Azad University in 2022. Using purposive sampling
and according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria,
45 eligible students were selected and randomly
assigned to an Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT) group, an Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT)
group, or a control group, with 15 participants in each
group. The inclusion criteria were an age range of 18—
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50 years, a body mass index (BMI) of 25-29.9 kg/m2,
the absence of acute or chronic physical conditions
likely to affect the study outcomes, not being
pregnant, no receipt of psychological or psychiatric
interventions during the preceding year, and no
concurrent participation in other psychological
treatments. Withdrawal from the study and absence
from more than two treatment sessions were
considered exclusion criteria. Participants’ weight
and height were measured using calibrated standard
weighing and height-measuring instruments, and
BMI was calculated as weight in kilograms divided
by height in meters squared. Cognitive emotion-
regulation strategies were assessed using the 36-item
Cognitive  Emotion  Regulation  Questionnaire
(CERQ), developed by Garnefski et al. (2001), which
comprises nine subscales categorized into adaptive
and maladaptive strategies. In the present study,
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were .80 and .83 for the
adaptive and maladaptive strategy dimensions,
respectively. Following ethical approval and the
acquisition of written informed consent, the pretest
was administered online. The experimental groups
then separately received ACT based on the protocol
developed by Hayes and Strosahl (2010) and EFT
based on the protocol proposed by Greenberg et al.
(2010) in a clinical setting, whereas the control group
received no intervention. The online posttest was
administered immediately after the interventions, and
the follow-up assessment was conducted two months
after the final session. The data were analyzed using
mixed-design analysis of variance and the Bonferroni
post hoc test in SPSS version 26.
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Results

Of the initial 45 participants, three—one from the
control group and two from the Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) group—withdrew from
the study; therefore, the final analyses were
conducted on 42 participants: 14 in the control group,
13 in the ACT group, and 15 in the Emotion-Focused
Therapy (EFT) group. The control group consisted of
seven men and seven women, the ACT group
included six men and seven women, and the EFT
group comprised six men and nine women. AS
indicated by the descriptive statistics presented in
Table 3, the mean scores for adaptive cognitive
emotion-regulation strategies increased from pretest
to posttest and follow-up in both intervention groups,
whereas the mean scores for maladaptive strategies
decreased; by contrast, no substantial changes were
observed in the control group. The Shapiro-Wilk,
Levene’s, and Box’s M tests were nonsignificant (p >
.05), confirming the assumptions of normality,
homogeneity of variances, and homogeneity of
variance—covariance matrices, respectively. Because
Mauchly’s test was significant, the Greenhouse—
Geisser correction was applied to account for the
violation of the sphericity assumption. Moreover, the
observed pretest F values were below the critical
value of 3.24, and the observed chi-square value
(2.245) was lower than the critical value of 5.991,
confirming the initial comparability of the groups in
terms of the study variables and demographic
characteristics. The independence-of-observations
assumption was also met, and no severe outliers or
influential observations were identified.

Tablel. Summary of the Two-Way Analysis of Variance with Repeated Measures on One Factor

Variable Source of variation Sum of squares df Mean square F Effect size
Between-subjects effects
R (groups: ACT, EFT, and control) 459.857 2 229.928 1.687 —
] f SIR (Error 1) 5,314.302 39 136.264 — —
Adaggﬁaiirgﬁtlon _ Within-subjects effects
C (time: pretest, posttest, and follow-up) 243.020 2 121.510 14.325** .269
C x R (Time x Group interaction) 135.260 4 33.518 3.986** 170
C x S/R (Error 2) 661.629 78 8.482 — —
Between-subjects effects
R (groups: ACT, EFT, and control) 1,656.777 2 828.388 10.817** .357
Maladaptive S/R (Error 1) 2,986.723 39 76.583 — —
emotion Within-subjects effects
regulation C (time: pretest, posttest, and follow-up) 176.927 1.27 139.329 15.279** .281
C x R (Time x Group interaction) 207.538 2.54 81.718 8.961** 315
C x S/R (Error 2) 451.605 49.52 9.119 — —
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As shown in Table 1, for adaptive emotion regulation,
the main effect of time, F(2, 78) = 14.325, effect size
=.269, and the Time x Group interaction, F(4, 78) =
3.986, effect size = .170, were statistically significant
at the .01 level; however, the main effect of group was
not significant. For maladaptive emotion regulation,
the main effect of group, F(2, 39) =10.817, effect size
= .357, the main effect of time, F(1.27, 49.52) =
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15.279, effect size = .281, and the Time x Group
interaction, F(2.54, 49.52) = 8.961, effect size = .315,
were statistically significant at the .01 level. Thus, the
patterns of change in adaptive and maladaptive
emotion-regulation scores across the pretest, posttest,
and follow-up assessments differed among the
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Emotion-
Focused Therapy, and control groups.

Table2. Pairwise Comparisons of Mean Pretest—Posttest Difference Scores Across the Three Study Groups

Component Group Mean difference score ACT EFT Control
Adaptive emotion regulation Acceptance and Commitment Therapy —4.77 — 0.70 —4.91**
Emotion-Focused Therapy —5.47 -0.70 — —5.61**

Control 0.14 4.91** 5.61** —
Maladaptive emotion regulation ~ Acceptance and Commitment Therapy 4.77 — 0.04 6.13**
Emotion-Focused Therapy 4.73 -0.04 — 6.09**

Control —1.36 —6.13**  —6.09** —

As indicated by the results presented in Table 2,
pairwise comparisons of the effectiveness of the two
interventions on cognitive emotion regulation
revealed no statistically significant difference
between the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
and Emotion-Focused Therapy groups.

Conclusion

The present study compared the effectiveness of
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and
Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT) in improving
cognitive emotion regulation among overweight
university students. The findings indicated that both
interventions increased adaptive and decreased
maladaptive cognitive emotion-regulation strategies,
with their effects being maintained at the two-month
follow-up; however, no significant difference was
found between the effectiveness of the two
approaches. The effectiveness of ACT was consistent
with the findings of Schumacher et al. (2025), Yuan
etal. (2024), Vatanpanah et al. (2024), and Yaraghchi
et al. (2019). By promoting psychological flexibility,
acceptance of emotional experiences, cognitive
defusion, mindfulness, values clarification, and
committed action, ACT may reduce emotional
reactivity and the use of maladaptive strategies. This
explanation is further supported by Murillo et al.
(2023), who demonstrated the role of mindful eating
in reducing emotional and externally triggered eating,

and by Iturbe et al. (2022), who highlighted the
contribution of values-based action to a greater sense
of meaning and life satisfaction.

The effectiveness of EFT was also consistent with the
findings of Saeidi et al. (2025), Osoro et al. (2022),
Esmari et al. (2021), and Gellisenti et al. (2021),
although it was partially inconsistent with the
findings of Zarieh et al. (2023), who reported no
significant effect of EFT on negative cognitive
emotion regulation. This discrepancy may be
attributable to differences in sample characteristics,
number of sessions, intervention  content,
measurement instruments, and implementation
conditions. By facilitating the identification,
acceptance, experience, and restructuring of
emotions, modifying dysfunctional emotional
schemas, and replacing maladaptive responses with
healthier ones, EFT may enhance individuals’
capacity to process and regulate their emotions; this
explanation is also supported by Dolhanty’s research
on individuals with eating disorders. The
maintenance of the effects of both interventions may
reflect the application of the acquired skills in daily
life and the development of relatively enduring
changes in emotional processing. This finding was
consistent with Zarieh et al. (2023), whereas its
discrepancy with Ettefaghi et al. (2020) may be
explained by  methodological differences.
Furthermore, the absence of a significant difference
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between ACT and EFT was in line with Ettefaghi et
al. (2020) and Gungor (2026), as both approaches,
despite their distinct theoretical foundations, enhance
emotional awareness and reduce the avoidance of
unpleasant experiences. Evidence reported by Doll et
al. (2016) regarding the neural mechanisms of
mindfulness and the findings of Esmari et al. (2021)
concerning emotional processing further support this
interpretation.

The study was limited by its reliance on self-report
measures, the higher proportion of women in the
sample, the restriction of the study population to
overweight university students, the short follow-up
period, and the incomplete control of factors such as
dietary patterns, physical activity, and concurrent
weight-loss services. The findings should therefore be
generalized with caution. From a practical
perspective, mental health professionals are
encouraged to integrate ACT and EFT with
nutritional interventions and physical activity
programs to improve cognitive emotion regulation,
reduce emotional eating and maladaptive regulation
strategies, and enhance the effectiveness of weight-
management programs. Investigating an integrated
intervention incorporating components of both ACT
and EFT is also recommended because combining
acceptance and mindfulness with the in-depth
processing of emotional experiences may produce
synergistic effects. Future studies should employ
longer follow-up periods, multimethod assessments,
gender-balanced samples, and participants from
diverse age, clinical, and non-university populations
while controlling for dietary patterns, physical
activity, and concurrent interventions.
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1. overweight
2, obesity
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3, emotion-focused therapy (EFT)
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1, acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT)
2, psychological flexibility
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