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Background: Parents of patients with schizophrenia are continuously exposed to chronic symptoms of the
disorder, substantial caregiving burdens, and persistent negative emotions, which often lead to significant
difficulties in emotional adjustment. Although Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) have been recognized as effective interventions for improving emotional
adjustment and reducing psychological distress, empirical evidence comparing the effectiveness of these two
approaches among parents of individuals with schizophrenia remains limited.

Aims: The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy on the emotional adjustment of parents of patients with schizophrenia.
Methods: This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a three-month follow-up and
a control group. The statistical population consisted of all parents of patients diagnosed with schizophrenia
residing in Tehran in 2025 who had active case files at the Welfare Organization. A total of 60 caregiving parents
(33 mothers and 27 fathers) were selected using purposive sampling and randomly assigned to three groups (n
= 20 per group): Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, and a control group.
Participants were assessed at three time points: pretest, posttest, and follow-up. The research instrument was the
Emotional Adjustment Measure developed by Rubio et al. (2007). The ACT group received a 9-session
intervention based on Hayes (2004), and the CBT group received a 9-session intervention based on Beck et al.
(1991). The control group received no intervention and was placed on a waiting list. Data were analyzed using
repeated-measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) in SPSS version 26, with the significance level set at 0.05.
Results: The findings indicated that both Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy resulted in significant improvements in emotional adjustment compared to the control group (p < 0.05).
However, Bonferroni post hoc tests revealed that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy produced significantly
greater improvements in emotional adjustment and demonstrated superior maintenance of treatment effects at
the follow-up stage compared to Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (p < 0.01).

Conclusion: Given the greater depth and durability of the effects associated with Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy, the use of this approach as a preferred intervention for enhancing psychological well-being and
emotional adjustment among parents of patients with schizophrenia in counseling centers and psychological
services is recommended.
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Introduction

A substantial proportion of individuals diagnosed
with schizophrenia worldwide, particularly in Asian
countries, are cared for by their families and rely
heavily on parental support (Ferentinos et al., 2024;
Plessis et al., 2024). In Asian cultural contexts,
including Iran, strong family cohesion, cultural
norms, and religious beliefs place the primary
responsibility of caregiving on family members,
leading parents to experience high levels of
caregiving burden (Hathy et al., 2020; Rahmani et al.,
2019). Consequently, parents are exposed to chronic
stress, depression, anxiety, social stigma, and social
isolation, all of which significantly undermine their
psychological well-being and quality of life (Nieto &
Furness, 2019; Bostrom & Strand, 2021; De la Serna
et al., 2021). Importantly, caregivers’ psychological
functioning not only affects their own health but also
influences the course and outcomes of the patient’s
illness (Hathy et al., 2020).

Emotional adjustment plays a crucial role in parents
of individuals with schizophrenia, as they
continuously face intense emotional challenges such
as stress, hopelessness, guilt, and persistent
psychological distress related to their child’s
condition (Valero-Moreno et al., 2021; Zhang et al.,
2023). Enhancing emotional adjustment through
strengthening psychological flexibility, resilience,
and emotion regulation skills enables parents to cope
more effectively with caregiving-related stressors (Li
et al.,, 2023). Empirical evidence suggests that
psychological interventions, particularly Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy (CBT), are effective in
improving emotional adjustment and reducing
psychological distress among caregivers (Paul, 2023;
Kopf-Beck et al., 2020). ACT emphasizes acceptance
of internal experiences, reduction of experiential
avoidance, and commitment to personal values,
thereby enhancing psychological flexibility (Hayes et
al., 2022; Tung et al., 2025), whereas CBT focuses on
cognitive restructuring and the development of
adaptive coping strategies to alleviate maladaptive
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thoughts and caregiving-related stress (Rakitzi &
Georgila, 2015; Simon et al., 2023).

Despite evidence supporting the effectiveness of both
ACT and CBT, most existing studies have examined
these approaches independently, and direct
comparative research on their effectiveness in
improving emotional adjustment among parents of
patients with schizophrenia remains scarce (Morris et
al., 2024). This gap is particularly significant given
the complex psychological demands placed on these
parents and their critical role in patient care and
recovery (Karambelas et al., 2022). Comparative
investigations can provide valuable insights into
selecting the most appropriate interventions tailored
to caregivers’ emotional needs. Accordingly, the
present study aimed to determine whether there is a
significant difference between the effectiveness of
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy in enhancing emotional
adjustment among parents of individuals with
schizophrenia.

Method

The present study was an applied, quasi-experimental
investigation employing a pretest—posttest design
with a control group and a three-month follow-up.
The study included two experimental groups—
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)—and one
control group. The statistical population consisted of
all parents of patients diagnosed with schizophrenia
residing in Tehran in 2025 who had active case files
at the Welfare Organization. Using purposive
sampling, 60 caregiving parents (33 mothers and 27
fathers) were selected from active records in Welfare
Organization districts 2 and 3 and were then
randomly assigned to three equal groups of 20
participants each. All groups were assessed at pretest,
posttest, and three-month  follow-up. The
experimental groups participated in nine group-based
intervention  sessions corresponding to their
respective therapeutic approaches, whereas the
control group received no intervention. Inclusion
criteria comprised low levels of emotional
adjustment, a minimum educational level of a high
school diploma, absence of psychiatric disorders and
chronic physical illnesses, and no use of psychotropic
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medications; absence from more than two treatment
sessions  constituted an  exclusion criterion.
Descriptive statistics were used to summarize sample
characteristics, and repeated-measures analysis of
variance was conducted to examine intervention
effects. All statistical analyses were performed using
SPSS version 26. Data were collected using the
Emotional Adjustment Measure (EAM) developed by
Rubio et al. (2007), which consists of 28 items and
two subscales: lack of regulation of emotional and
physiological arousal and hopelessness/wishful
thinking. The instrument has demonstrated
satisfactory psychometric properties in both the
original and Persian versions, and in the present
study, internal consistency reliability was confirmed
with a Cronbach’s alpha coefticient of 0.87.

Results

Descriptive findings indicated that the age, gender,
and educational level distributions were relatively
balanced across the Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT), Cognitive Behavioral Therapy
(CBT), and control groups, with the highest
frequency of participants falling within the 31-50-
year age range and a slightly higher or equal
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proportion of women compared to men across groups.
Descriptive statistics of emotional adjustment and its
components revealed that both treatment groups
exhibited significant reductions in mean scores from
pretest to posttest, with these improvements largely
maintained at the follow-up assessment, whereas no
meaningful changes were observed in the control
group. The greatest reduction in emotional
adjustment scores was observed in the ACT group,
indicating a stronger effect of this intervention
compared to CBT. Examination of statistical
assumptions confirmed normal data distribution,
absence of influential outliers, and satisfaction of
linearity, homogeneity of variances, homogeneity of
variance—covariance  matrices, and sphericity
assumptions. Results of the repeated-measures
analysis of variance demonstrated a significant main
effect of time and a significant time x group
interaction on emotional adjustment, with medium to
very large effect sizes, indicating that patterns of
change over time differed significantly across groups
and that the implemented interventions were more
effective than the control condition.

Tablel. Repeated-Measures Analysis of Variance for Emotional Adjustment Scores Using the Greenhouse—Geisser Correction

Source Sum of Squares df Mean Square F p-value Partial n?
Time 1218.904 2 609.452 331.276 <0.001 0.544
Group 318.640 2 159.320 48.720 0.005 0.258
Time x Group 701.941 4 175.485 95.416 <0.001 0.520

The results of the repeated-measures analysis of
variance with  Greenhouse—Geisser  correction
indicated that the main effect of time on emotional
adjustment was statistically significant (p < 0.001,
partial n> = 0.544), suggesting a significant change in
emotional adjustment scores across measurement
occasions. The main effect of group was also
significant (p = 0.005, partial n?> = 0.258), indicating
significant  differences in overall emotional
adjustment scores among the Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT), Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy (CBT), and control groups, regardless of

time. Moreover, the time x group interaction effect
was statistically significant (p < 0.001, partial n? =
0.520), demonstrating that the pattern of changes in
emotional adjustment over time differed significantly
across groups and that the therapeutic interventions
produced differential effects compared with the
control group. The medium to large effect sizes
obtained underscore the practical and clinical
significance of these findings and confirm the
effectiveness of the psychotherapeutic interventions
in improving emotional adjustment.
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Table2. Bonferroni Post Hoc Test Results for Between-Group Differences in Emotional Adjustment

Comparison Group Reference Group Mean Difference  Standard Error p-value
ACT CBT —2.67* 0.340 <0.001
ACT Control —7.87* 0.340 <0.001
CBT ACT 2.67* 0.340 <0.001
CBT Control —5.20* 0.340 <0.001

Bonferroni post hoc comparisons revealed
statistically significant differences in emotional
adjustment scores between the ACT and CBT groups,
as well as between each treatment group and the
control group. Specifically, significant differences
were observed between pretest and posttest scores,
pretest and follow-up scores, and posttest and follow-
up scores in both treatment groups, indicating
sustained treatment effects over time. Furthermore,
significant differences were found across the three
assessment points (pretest, posttest, and follow-up),
with mean emotional adjustment scores differing
significantly between the ACT and CBT groups.
These results indicate that Acceptance and
Commitment  Therapy  demonstrated  greater
effectiveness and superior durability compared to
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy in improving
emotional adjustment—particularly in reducing the
lack of regulation of emotional arousal—among
participants (p < 0.01).

Conclusion

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness
of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) on the
emotional adjustment of parents of patients with
schizophrenia and to examine the durability of these
effects during the follow-up period. Given the
chronic, disabling, and unpredictable nature of
schizophrenia and the substantial caregiving burden
imposed on parents, emotional adjustment in this
population is particularly vulnerable to erosion
(Mitendorfer-Rutz et al., 2019; Karambelas et al.,
2022). The findings demonstrated that both ACT and
CBT significantly improved emotional adjustment
compared to the control group; however, the pattern
and magnitude of change differed between the two
treatment groups. These results are consistent with
previous studies reporting the effectiveness of
structured psychological interventions in reducing
distress and enhancing emotional functioning and

adjustment among caregivers of individuals with
schizophrenia (Moghadam Esfahani & Haghayegh,
2019; Radley et al., 2022; Li et al., 2023).

The shared effectiveness of ACT and CBT can be
explained within the framework of common
therapeutic factors and the role of structured, goal-
oriented interventions in facilitating emotion
regulation and emotional adjustment (Karambelas et
al., 2022). Both approaches enhance active coping
skills, emotional awareness, and response inhibition;
however, they differ fundamentally in their
mechanisms of change. CBT primarily targets the
modification of cognitive content and the direct
reduction of emotional intensity, whereas ACT
emphasizes changing individuals’ relationships with
their internal experiences through acceptance,
mindfulness, and psychological flexibility (Hayes,
2004; King, 2020). Post hoc analyses revealed that
ACT produced significantly greater and deeper
improvements in emotional adjustment compared to
CBT, a finding consistent with several previous
studies (Smith et al., 2020; Levin et al., 2024; Morris
et al., 2024; Li et al., 2023). Inconsistencies reported
in some studies may be attributable to differences in
measurement tools that emphasize cognitive control
and restructuring rather than acceptance-based
processes (Kopf-Beck et al., 2020).

One of the most compelling findings of the present
study was the superior durability of ACT effects
during the follow-up period compared to CBT. This
sustained effectiveness can be attributed to the
process-based and metacognitive nature of ACT
skills, such as acceptance and cognitive defusion,
which gradually become integrated into individuals’
habitual coping styles and are less dependent on
ongoing therapist support (Hayes et al., 2022). In
contrast, cognitive changes achieved through CBT
require continuous effort and reinforcement and may
diminish under chronic stress conditions. Despite
these strengths, the study was limited by its
geographically restricted sample, reliance on self-
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report measures, and inability to fully control
concurrent treatments received by patients. Future
research should employ larger, multicenter samples,
longer follow-up periods, and multimethod
assessment strategies. From an applied perspective,
the findings support the integration of ACT into
family-centered intervention programs for parents of
individuals with schizophrenia and suggest that
combined or staged ACT-CBT interventions may
better address the diverse emotional needs of this
population.
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