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Background: Caregivers of cancer patients are at significant risk due to the challenges and stressors
associated with caregiving, which can lead to various psychological effects, including psychological
distress. According to existing literature, both cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and emotion-
focused therapy (EFT) are effective in addressing psychological distress. However, there is a research
gap in comparing the effectiveness of these therapies in alleviating psychological distress within the
specific population of caregivers.

Aims: The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral therapy and
emotion-focused therapy in reducing psychological distress among caregivers of cancer patients.
Methods: This semi-experimental study employed a pre-test, post-test design with a control group
and a two-month follow-up. The study population included all caregivers of cancer patients who
received services from the Iranian Cancer Control Charity Foundation (MAKSA) in Mashhad during
the last three months of the year 1402 (2023). A total of 45 eligible participants were selected through
purposive sampling and randomly assigned to three groups: two experimental groups (30
participants, 15 in each) and a control group (15 participants). The Kessler Psychological Distress
Scale (Kessler et al., 2002) was used for data collection, serving as the pre-test, post-test, and follow-
up measure. The intervention protocols included a 10-session, 90-minute weekly CBT program
(Young et al., 2001) and an 8-session, 90-minute weekly EFT program (Greenberg, 2006), while the
control group received no intervention. Data were analyzed using repeated measures two-way
ANOVA and Bonferroni post-hoc tests with SPSS software.

Results: The findings indicated a significant difference between the experimental groups and the
control group; both CBT and EFT significantly reduced psychological distress among the caregivers
of cancer patients (p< 0.05). Furthermore, the results revealed that EFT was more effective than CBT
in improving psychological distress in these caregivers (p< 0.05).

Conclusion: Based on the findings of this study, both cognitive-behavioral therapy and emotion-
focused therapy can effectively reduce psychological distress among caregivers of cancer patients.
These results can guide therapists in selecting appropriate therapeutic approaches for this population.

Citation: Habibi Kilak, A., Khodabakhsh, M.R., & Bagherzadeh Golmakani, Z. (2025). Comparing the efficacy of cognitive behavioral therapy
and emotional focused therapy on psychological distress in caregivers of cancer patients. Journal of Psychological Science, 24(148),
245-265. 10.52547/JPS.24.148.245

Journal of Psychological Science, Vol. 24, No. 148, 2025

© The Author(s). DOI: 10.52547/JPS.24.148.245

@o¢ee

D Corresponding Author: Mohammadreza Khodabakhsh, Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology, Neyshabur Branch, Islamic Azad
University, Neyshabur, Iran.
E-mail: mr_khodabakhsh@yahoo.com, Tel: (+98) 9365861050

245



https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7952-3263
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3724-2196
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3662-7273
https://psychologicalscience.ir/article-1-2585-fa.html
https://psychologicalscience.ir/article-1-2585-fa.html

Journal of

Extended Abstract

Introduction

The role of caregivers in the management and support
of patients with cancer is increasingly recognized as
a critical element in the overall treatment and well-
being of these patients (Hoellen et al., 2019).
Caregivers often face unique and intense challenges
that can significantly impact their psychological
health. These challenges stem from the multifaceted
demands of caregiving, which include physical,
emotional, and logistical burdens (Fisher et al., 2020).
As a result, caregivers of cancer patients are
frequently at risk for various psychological
disturbances, including stress, anxiety, and
depression. Understanding and addressing these
psychological impacts is essential for improving both
the quality of care provided and the caregivers' well-
being.

Cancer caregiving presents a distinctive set of
stressors that are not commonly encountered in other
caregiving situations (Ng et al.,, 2023). The
progression of cancer, coupled with the complex
treatment regimens, can lead to heightened emotional
strain for caregivers. The ongoing demands for
medical attention, emotional support, and the
management of daily living activities can overwhelm
caregivers, resulting in significant mental health
challenges (Oliveira et al., 2022). Research has
consistently shown that caregivers of cancer patients
experience elevated levels of psychological distress
compared to the general population, highlighting the
need for effective therapeutic interventions tailored to
their unique needs (Given, 2019).

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and Emotion-
Focused Therapy (EFT) are two prominent
therapeutic approaches that have been utilized to
address psychological issues (Bajwah et al., 2020;
Rezaei et al., 2024). CBT focuses on identifying and
altering maladaptive thought patterns and behaviors
that contribute to psychological distress. It aims to
help individuals develop more adaptive ways of
thinking and coping, thereby reducing symptoms of
anxiety, depression, and stress. In contrast, EFT
emphasizes the role of emotions in shaping
psychological experiences and aims to help
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individuals process and regulate their emotions more
effectively (Schwartz et al., 2021). By fostering a
deeper understanding and acceptance of one's
emotional responses, EFT seeks to alleviate
emotional distress and enhance overall psychological
resilience (Kent et al., 2016).

Despite the established efficacy of both CBT and EFT
in treating various psychological issues, there remains
a gap in the research specifically addressing their
effectiveness in alleviating psychological distress
among caregivers of cancer patients (Bajwah et al.,
2020). The majority of existing studies have focused
on general populations or specific patient groups,
leaving a need for targeted research exploring these
interventions within the caregiving context. This
study seeks to bridge this gap by comparing the
effectiveness of CBT and EFT in reducing
psychological distress among cancer caregivers.

The significance of this research lies in its potential
to provide valuable insights into the relative benefits
of these therapeutic approaches for caregivers. By
systematically comparing CBT and EFT, this study
aims to determine which of these interventions is
more effective in alleviating the psychological
burdens faced by caregivers. The findings could
inform clinical practice, offering practitioners
evidence-based recommendations for selecting the
most appropriate therapeutic approach for caregivers
of cancer patients.

Furthermore, understanding the relative effectiveness
of CBT and EFT in this context can contribute to the
broader field of caregiving research. It can provide a
foundation for developing more specialized and
tailored interventions that address the specific
psychological challenges faced by caregivers. This, in
turn, could lead to improved support systems and
resources for caregivers, ultimately enhancing their
well-being and their ability to provide effective care.
In summary, this study addresses a critical need for
research into effective therapeutic interventions for
caregivers of cancer patients. By comparing CBT and
EFT, it aims to advance our understanding of how
best to support this vital but often overlooked group.
The results of this research have the potential to make
a meaningful impact on the field of caregiver support
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and contribute to more effective and targeted mental
health interventions.

Method

The present study employed a quasi-experimental
design with a pre-test, post-test, and control group,
along with a two-month follow-up. The study
population consisted of all caregivers of cancer
patients who received services from the Iranian
Cancer Control Charity Foundation (MAKSA) in
Mashhad during the last three months of 2023. From
this population, 45 individuals who met the inclusion
criteria were selected using purposive and convenient
sampling methods. These participants were then
randomly assigned to three groups of 15 each: the
cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) experimental
group, the emotion-focused therapy (EFT)
experimental group, and the control group.

Inclusion criteria were as follows: informed consent,
being the primary caregiver for a cancer patient (as a
family member), having a cancer patient with a PPS
(Palliative Performance Scale) score between 50 and
70 (indicating the level of illness and distress control,
provided by MAKSA to the researcher), a minimum
education level of middle school completion, age
between 20 to 55 years, not participating in other
simultaneous therapeutic programs, and having the
physical and psychological readiness to participate in
the sessions. Exclusion criteria included a lack of
willingness to continue participation, absence from
more than two sessions, receiving individual
counseling or psychiatric medication simultaneously,
and failure to complete questionnaires at the pre-test,
post-test, and follow-up stages.

Initially, the necessary permission was obtained from
the Iranian Cancer Control Charity Foundation
(MAKSA) in Mashhad to collaborate on the study.
The electronic records of cancer patients at this center
were then made available to the researcher to identify
and reach out to their caregivers. Subsequently, the
researcher conducted initial telephone interviews
with the families of the patients to secure the
cooperation of each caregiver.

Before the commencement of the cognitive-
behavioral therapy (CBT) and emotion-focused
therapy (EFT) group sessions, a 45-minute
orientation session was held separately for the
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experimental and control groups. During this session,
the general principles, rules, and objectives of the
groups were thoroughly discussed. Following the
administration of the pre-test, the therapy sessions
were conducted over a period of two and a half
months.

After the intervention sessions concluded, the
questionnaire was administered again to the
participants. The control group members were
contacted and invited to visit the center to complete
the questionnaire. The follow-up assessment was
conducted two months later. For data analysis, two-
way repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni
post-hoc tests were employed, using SPSS software,
in accordance with the statistical assumptions.

Results

Regarding the age distribution in the emotion-focused
therapy (EFT) group, 33.3% of participants were
between 20 and 30 years old, 33.3% were between 31
and 40 years old, 26.7% were between 41 and 50
years old, and 6.7% were over 50 years old. In the
cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) group, 46.7% of
participants were between 20 and 30 years old, 20%
were between 31 and 40 years old, 26.7% were
between 41 and 50 years old, and 6.7% were over 50
years old.

Regarding educational levels, in the EFT group,
26.7% of participants had completed middle school,
46.7% had a high school diploma, and 26.7% held a
bachelor's degree. In the CBT group, 20% of
participants had completed middle school, 60% had a
high school diploma, and 20% held a bachelor's
degree.

The analysis of variance (ANOVA) has several
important assumptions that were addressed before
conducting the main analysis. To assess the normality
of the data, the distribution was examined using
skewness and kurtosis values, as well as the Shapiro-
Wilk test. According to George and Mallery (2010),
if the skewness and kurtosis statistics fall within the
range of -2 to +2, this indicates a univariate normal
distribution. The normality of the data was further
assessed using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov and
Shapiro-Wilk tests.

Overall, the skewness and kurtosis indices suggested
that the variables in the study had a normal (or near-
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normal) distribution. Additionally, the results of the
Shapiro-Wilk test showed that the assumption of
normal distribution for the variables could not be
rejected (p > 0.001). The significance levels for all
variables were greater than 0.001, indicating that
there was no significant deviation from the normal
distribution. Therefore, it can be concluded that the
distribution of the main variables is normal or close
to normal.

The assumption of homogeneity of variances was also
examined. The results indicated that the Levene’s test
for homogeneity of variances had a significance level
greater than 0.05 (p > 0.05), which suggests that the
dispersion of the dependent variables across the
groups (the independent variable) was homogeneous
and approximately equal. Furthermore, the
assumption of homogeneity of variance-covariance
matrices was satisfied, and the homogeneity of
variances for these variables was also confirmed.
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Additionally, the assumption of homogeneity of
regression slopes was met, indicating that the
relationship between the covariate and the dependent
variable was similar across all groups. The
significance levels in all cases were greater than 0.05
(p > 0.05), suggesting that the interaction effects of
the variables were not significant, and thus the
regression slopes were homogeneous, confirming this
assumption as well.

However, the Mauchly’s test of sphericity was
statistically significant, indicating a violation of the
sphericity assumption. The violation of this
assumption increases the risk of Type Il error,
rendering the p-values obtained from multivariate
tests unreliable. Therefore, the Greenhouse-Geisser
and Huynh-Feldt corrections, which adjust the
degrees of freedom, were used to interpret the results.

Table 1. The results of the multivariate within-subject effects test to compare the psychological disturbance of the control and experimental

groups
Trace Value F Df Df Error Sig Effect Size
Pillai's trace 0.513 21.607 2 41 0.001 0.513
Repeat Wilks' lambda 0.487 21.607 2 41 0.001 0.513
Hotelling's Trace 1.054 21.607 2 41 0.001 0.513
Roy's largest root 1.054 21.607 2 41 0.001 0.513
Pillai's trace 0.505 7.093 4 84 0.001 0.252
Repeat * Group Wilk§' lambda 0.539 7.413 4 82 0.001 0.266
Hotelling's Trace 0.772 7.717 4 80 0.001 0.278
Roy's largest root 0.644 13.527 2 42 0.001 0.392

In Table 1, the results of the multivariate tests for
assessing the differences in mean scores of
psychological distress among the control, Emotion-
Focused Therapy (EFT), and Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy (CBT) groups across the treatment phases
are presented. The data in the table indicate that all

multivariate tests are statistically significant. This
finding signifies the presence of a main effect related
to the factor of repetition (pre-test, post-test, and
follow-up), as well as an interaction effect between
the groups and the repetition (i.e., differences among
groups across the measurement phases).

Table 2. The Bonferroni test results

Group Stage Stage Mean Differences SD Sig

Pre-Test Post- Test -0.067 0.266 1

Control Follow up -0.133 0.498 1

Post- Test  Follow up -0.067 0.390 1
_ Pre-Test Post- Test 1.800 0.266  0.001
Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT) Follow up 2.733 0.498  0.001
Post- Test  Follow up 0.933 0.390  0.063
- ) Pre-Test Post- Test 1.333 0.266  0.001
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) Follow up 0.867 0.498  0.268
Post- Test  Follow up -0.467 0.390 0.713
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Table 2 presents the pairwise comparisons for
assessing differences in psychological distress scores
across the treatment phases for the control, Emotion-
Focused Therapy (EFT), and Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy (CBT) groups. According to the results, in
the EFT group, the difference between the mean
scores at the pre-test stage and the post-test and
follow-up stages is statistically significant (p< 0.05).
Comparison of the mean scores across the three
stages reveals a significant reduction in psychological
distress from the pre-test to both the post-test and
follow-up stages. However, the difference between
the post-test and follow-up scores is not statistically
significant (p> 0.05), indicating the stability of the
treatment effects over time.

In the CBT group, the difference between the mean
scores at the pre-test and post-test stages is
statistically significant (p< 0.05). Analysis shows a
significant reduction in psychological distress from
the pre-test to the post-test stage. Conversely, the
differences between the pre-test and post-test scores
and the follow-up scores are not statistically
significant (p> 0.05), suggesting that the effects of
CBT on psychological distress are maintained after
the treatment ends.

In the control group, the differences between the pre-
test scores and the post-test and follow-up scores, as
well as between the post-test and follow-up scores,
are not statistically significant (p> 0.05). This
indicates that there was no significant change in
psychological distress scores over the course of the
study for participants in the control group.

Conclusion

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and Emotion-
Focused Therapy (EFT) on psychological distress
among caregivers of cancer patients. The results
demonstrated that both CBT and EFT were effective
in reducing psychological distress in these caregivers.
However, the findings also revealed that the
effectiveness of EFT was significantly greater than
that of CBT. Due to the novelty of this research and
the lack of similar studies, direct comparisons with
other studies are not feasible. Nonetheless, these
results align with certain aspects of previous studies,
such as the effectiveness of CBT in reducing mental
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and psychological distress as reported by Kalpana and
Panda (2023), Abdulaziz et al. (2024), and Monaco et
al. (2022).

The effectiveness of CBT can be attributed to its
emphasis on helping individuals recognize the strong
connections between thoughts, emotions,
motivations, and behaviors in response to challenges,
often through real-life examples. A key feature of
CBT is that it allows caregivers to test or explore the
evidence for their beliefs and assumptions through
behavioral experiments. Understanding different
emotional responses, attitudes, and the useful
information they provide are crucial skills that
individuals develop through cognition. Behavioral
techniques, such as mindful breathing exercises and
mindfulness practices, help individuals stay in the
present moment and avoid ruminative thinking,
especially when faced with unpleasant events. These
exercises, practiced daily and in response to adverse
situations, contribute to this process (Kalpana &
Panda, 2023). The statistically and clinically
significant reduction in depression, anxiety, stress,
and psychological distress can be attributed to the
cognitive restructuring techniques and emotion
regulation skills taught in CBT, which enhance self-
awareness and adaptive thinking patterns.

Regarding the effectiveness of EFT, it can be
explained by its focus on emotions. EFT uses
emotions as a tool to guide and motivate individuals
toward new activities and responses. This approach
helps individuals move from secondary emotions,
such as agitation and anger, toward deeper
fundamental and primary emotions, such as fear and
sadness, through reflection and emotional intensity.
Awareness of primary and underlying emotions plays
a crucial role in reducing psychological distress and
depression, as these are often caused by unrecognized
underlying emotions, such as helplessness.
Secondary emotions are those that arise in response
to primary emotions, and individuals are often
unaware of the root cause of these emotions. In EFT,
once individuals understand, process, and regulate
their emotions in a safe therapeutic environment
without avoidance, they are less likely to engage in
repetitive thoughts like rumination to avoid these
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emotions, leading to a reduction in psychological
distress and depression (Monaco et al., 2022).

One limitation of this study was the use of non-
random sampling. Future researchers should consider
using random sampling to enhance the validity and
generalizability of the results. To optimize the
utilization of the present study’s findings, it is
advisable that therapists and counselors in the field of
therapy familiarize themselves with these results, as
they could equip them with powerful tools to address
the life challenges faced by caregivers. Another
limitation was the lack of participation from male
caregivers. Future research should address this issue.
Finally, given the effectiveness of both treatment
protocols in this study, it is recommended that these
therapies be employed by health professionals and
therapists to treat or prevent the worsening of
psychological distress symptoms among caregivers,
thereby reducing the risk factors for more severe
disorders and issues.
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