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The objective of this study was to investigate the impact of acceptance and
commitment therapy on cognitive flexibility and psychological coherence of
divorced women. The present study employed a quasi-experimental research method,
which included a pretest, posttest, and control group design. The follow-up phase
lasted for three months. The statistical population consisted of divorced women who
made referrals to the Valiasr and Avai Saadat psychology clinics in Mashhad during
the first six months of 2022. The experimental and control groups were randomly
assigned to 15 women in the experimental group and 15 women in the control group,
respectively, after the purposive sampling method was employed to select 30
divorced women. Acceptance and commitment therapy was administered to the
experimental group over a period of 10 weeks, with each session lasting 90 minutes.
Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (CFI) and Sense of Coherence Scale (SCS) were the
questionnaires utilized in this investigation. The data were analyzed using the SPSS-
23 software, which included the mixed ANOVA and Bonferroni follow-up tests. The
results indicated that acceptance and commitment therapy is effective in improving
the cognitive flexibility (f=49.83; eta=0.64; p<0001) and psychological coherence
(f=43.23; eta=0.61; p<0001) of divorced women. Ultilizing techniques such as
acceptance, fault, self-as-context, connection with the present, values, and committed
action, acceptance and commitment therapy can be an effective method for
enhancing the cognitive flexibility and psychological coherence of divorced women,
as indicated by the results of the current study.
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Extended Abstract

Aim

Divorce leads to the disintegration of the most fundamental structure of society—the family—and is
considered one of the major challenges of family life. After the death of a spouse, divorce is the life event
that requires the greatest degree of adjustment for individuals (Chen et al., 2022). Therefore, separation and
divorce impose significant stress for family members and may result in short- and long-term adaptation
responses. Moreover, the experience of divorce affects couples’ adaptability across multiple dimensions
(psychological, physical, social, and emotional) and causes reduced functioning among family members
following divorce (Sbarra & Whisman, 2022). As divorce becomes increasingly common, its consequences
pose growing threats to societal well-being and individual health. Consequently, it is essential to examine
the effects of divorce on divorced women, as the collapse of family life disrupts the psychological and
emotional balance of family members. Given that divorce is considered a major stressor, the likelihood of
developing psychological disorders—particularly among women—is high (Parker et al., 2022). Based on
this, it can be expected that the cognitive and emotional functioning of individuals—especially women—
may be severely affected by divorce. For instance, the findings of Sedighi et al. (2021) indicate that
cognitive flexibility among divorced women is impaired. Similarly, Ardeshirzadeh et al. (2021) reported
that divorced women experience low levels of psychological coherence.

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) has been used in several studies to reduce
psychological, emotional, and relational difficulties in conflicted couples and divorced women, with studies
such as Ardeshirzadeh et al. (2022), Salehi et al. (2021), and Zhao et al. (2020) confirming its effectiveness.
ACT enhances cognitive flexibility by helping individuals observe thoughts and emotions mindfully and
distance themselves from rigid beliefs. This approach emphasizes value-based, present-focused action to
decrease emotional distress. Ultimately, ACT improves overall well-being and strengthens personal, social,
and family functioning (e.g., Allmann et al., 2020).

Accordingly, the present study was conducted to investigate the effect of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) on cognitive flexibility and psychological coherence among divorced women.

Methodology

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and control groups, along
with a three-month follow-up period. The study population consisted of divorced women who referred to
Valiasr and Avai Saadat psychology clinics in Mashhad during the first six months of 2022. A total of 30
divorced women were selected using purposive sampling and were randomly assigned to the experimental
and control groups (15 participants in each group). The experimental group received Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) based on Hayes et al. (2013), delivered in 10 sessions over 10 weeks (each
session lasting 90 minutes).

The instruments used in the study included the Action Flexibility Questionnaire (AFQ) (Dennis &
Vander Wal, 2010) and the Psychological Coherence Questionnaire (PCQ) (Flensborg et al., 2006).

Data were analyzed using mixed ANOVA and Bonferroni post-hoc tests via SPSS-23. The use of mixed
analysis of variance was appropriate because the study included two groups (experimental and control),
each measured at three time points (pretest, posttest, and follow-up).

Findings

The findings showed that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) had a significant effect on €
cognitive flexibility (F = 49.83, n = 0.64, p <.001) and psychological coherence (F = 43.23, 1= 0.61, p <
.0001) among divorced women. This intervention increased the mean scores of both Cognitive flexibility
and psychological coherence in the participants. It is also noteworthy that these improvements were
maintained during the follow-up period. Overall, the results indicate that Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) was associated with significant improvements in cognitive flexibility and psychological
coherence among divorced women at post-test and follow-up.
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Conclusion

Based on the findings of this study, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, through techniques such as
acceptance, cognitive defusion, self-as-context, present-moment awareness, values clarification, and
committed action (Bahattab & AlHadi, 2021), can be used as an effective approach to improving cognitive
flexibility and psychological coherence in divorced women. By applying ACT-based skills—such as
acceptance rather than avoidance—participants were able to connect more effectively with their internal
experiences, including unpleasant thoughts and emotions, and refrain from engaging in negative cognitive
and behavioral patterns. As a result, they prevented the formation of secondary negative emotions, which
often arise when individuals attempt to suppress or avoid distressing thoughts, feelings, or experiences.
Moreover, during ACT sessions, the women learned to focus on discovering personal values instead of
attempting to maintain pleasant emotions or avoid unpleasant ones (Berger et al., 2021). This process
helped them recognize their deepest desires, understand the importance of present-moment living, and
consequently experience greater cognitive flexibility. Additionally, by using ACT techniques that promote
awareness and regulation of thoughts and emotions, the participants gained insight into reducing unhelpful
emotional responses within their cognitive-emotional processes (Graaf et al., 2021). Efforts to express
emotions more clearly, cultivate positive feelings, and explore new personal values also contributed to
establishing more constructive interactions with others. The overall outcome of these processes was an
improvement in the psychological integrity of the women.

This study was limited by its restricted sample—divorced women from two psychology clinics in
Mashhad—and by uncontrolled variables such as causes of divorce, parental status, financial conditions,
and lack of random sampling. Future research should use random sampling, include diverse cities and
cultural contexts, and control these factors to improve generalizability. Given the effectiveness of
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), it is recommended that family counselors receive
specialized training workshops to apply this approach to enhance cognitive flexibility and psychological
coherence in divorced women.

Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Cognitive Flexibility, Divorced Women, Psychological
Coherence
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