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The aim of this study was to evaluate the efficacy of a training program for self-
esteem that was developed, validated, and designed in accordance with the
methodologies of McKay and Fanning. Additionally, the program was evaluated
in terms of its ability to mitigate experiential avoidance. The current investigation
was conducted in two stages. Self-esteem sessions were implemented during the
initial phase. Then, 8 psychology experts determined the content validity of the
sessions. In the second stage, a semi-experimental design with pre-test, post-
testand with a control group and follow-up 2 months was used. The statistical
population consisted of female pupils attending Hadith College in Tehran city
during the winter of 2024. They were assessed using a two-stage sampling
process. During the initial phase, screening was conducted using subjective
sampling. In the second stage, 30 individuals were randomly assigned to an
experimental group (15 individuals) and a control group (15 individuals) using the
simple random procedure. The experimental group was subjected to 16 self-
esteem sessions, and a follow-up was conducted after two months. The acceptance
and action questionnaire-1I (AAQ-II) was employed to gather data. The SPSS-28
software was employed to conduct data analysis, which included analysis of
variance with repeated measures and Bonferroni. The findings suggested that the
content validity of self-esteem sessions is satisfactory. Furthermore, the results of
training intervention showed that tarning self-esteem significantly reduced the
experiential avoidance. In conclusion, the training self-esteem program in this
research was found to have acceptable content validity and its effectiveness was
confirmed. Therefore, it is advised to implement this training program in order to
mitigate experience avoidance. should be taken into account by scholars.
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The Effectiveness of the Design and Validation of a Training Self-Esteem by McKay and Fanning
on Experiential Avoidance: Follow-up in Two Months

Extended Abstract
Aim

University students constitute a vulnerable population with respect to mental health problems (Langer
et al., 2024), and show a high prevalence of psychological difficulties (Granieri et al., 2022), including
depressive symptoms (Deng et al., 2021), anxiety symptoms (McGinty et al., 2024), and non-suicidal self-
injury (Schmidt et al., 2024). First-year students, in particular, experience higher rates of psychological
problems compared with their senior counterparts (Kiekens et al., 2019). To better understand the origins of
students’ psychological and emotional difficulties, it is essential to examine underlying transdiagnostic
psychological processes associated with psychiatric symptoms (Shah et al., 2020). One such process is
emotion regulation (Brausch et al., 2022), especially experiential avoidance (Nielsen et al., 2016; Angelakis
& Gooding, 2021), which refers to attempts to suppress or avoid unwanted internal experiences (Haywood
et al., 2024), even when doing so conflicts with personal values and goals (Panjwani et al., 2024).

Regarding the effects of self-esteem training, research has demonstrated that such training not only
reduces negative affect but also improves the mental health of school and university students and,
consequently, enhances their academic performance (Falasi, 2011, as cited in Hasanvand Amouzadeh et al.,
2013). Accordingly, this study aims to examine whether self-esteem training sessions based on the McKay
and Fanning approach possess content validity and to determine whether this training is effective in
reducing experiential avoidance among students.

Methodology

In the first stage, self-esteem training sessions were developed using the cognitive techniques
proposed by McKay and Fanning (2016). Eight psychology experts then evaluated the content validity of
these sessions. In the second stage, a semi-experimental design with a pre-test, post-test, control group, and
a two-month follow-up was employed. The statistical population comprised female students from Hadith
College in Tehran during the winter of 2024. Participants were selected through a two-stage process.
Initially, screening was conducted via purposive sampling. In the second stage, 30 eligible students were
randomly assigned to an experimental group (n = 15) and a control group (n = 15). The experimental group
received 16 self-esteem training sessions, followed by a two-month follow-up.

Inclusion criteria included a score of 28 or higher on the Experiential Avoidance Questionnaire and
enrollment in undergraduate studies. Exclusion criteria were concurrent participation in other training
interventions, missing more than two training sessions, and incomplete response sheets in the post-test or
follow-up. Data were collected using the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-I1I (AAQ-II; Bond et al.,
2011). The reliability coefficients reported by Bond et al. (2011) were 0.87 for avoidance of emotional
experiences, 0.88 for control over life, and 0.87 for the total score. Concurrent validity was supported by
significant correlations with the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS), with coefficients of 0.61
(depression), 0.49 (anxiety), and 0.57 (stress), all significant at p < .01. In the present study, Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients were 0.81 (pre-test), 0.80 (post-test), and 0.91 (follow-up).

Table 1. Summary of Self-Esteem Training Sessions Adapted from McKay & Fanning (2016)
Session Content

1 Nature of self-esteem

The pathological critic
Disarming the critic

Accurate self-assessment
Cognitive distortions

Diffusion with painful thoughts
Compassion

The “should”

Acting based on values
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Handling mistakes
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Responding to criticism
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Session Content

12 Asking for what you want
13 Goal setting and planning
14 Visualization

15 “I’m still not ok”

16 Core beliefs

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-28, including repeated measures ANOVA with Bonferroni-
adjusted comparisons. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-28, including repeated measures ANOVA
with Bonferroni-adjusted comparisons.

Findings

Independent samples t-tests revealed no significant age difference between the experimental (M =
25.80, SD = 4.75) and control groups (M = 25.47, SD = 5.32), t (28) = 0.18, p = .858. Chi-square analysis
indicated no significant difference in educational level, ¥*> (2) = 1.58, p = .455, confirming baseline
equivalence.

Descriptively, the experimental group showed a marked reduction from pre-test to post-test, which
remained stable at follow-up, whereas the control group exhibited no meaningful change. Shapiro—Wilk
tests confirmed normal distribution (p > .05), Levene’s test supported homogeneity of variances (p > .05),
and Box’s M test confirmed homogeneity of covariance matrices (p > .05). Mauchly’s test indicated
violation of sphericity (p = .001), so Greenhouse—Geisser corrections were applied.

Table 2. Repeated Measures ANOV A Results (Greenhouse—Geisser Corrected)

Variable Effect F(df) p n?
Emotional Avoidance Group 16.96 (1) .001 .38
Time 49.48 (1.14)  .001 .64

Group x Time 40.78 (1.14)  .001 .59

Control Over Life Group 11.95 (1) .002 .30
Time 66.65 (1.49)  .001 .70

Group x Time 51.43(1.49) .001 .65

Total Experiential Avoidance Group 46.37 (1) .001 .62
Time 109.24 (1.22) .001 .80

Group x Time 87.52(1.22)  .001 .76

Significant group x time interactions were observed for total experiential avoidance and both
subscales, indicating that changes over time differed significantly between groups. Effect sizes ranged from
moderate to large. Bonferroni-adjusted comparisons revealed significant reductions in the experimental
group from pre-test to post-test and pre-test to follow-up (all p = .001), with no significant between post-
test and follow-up, indicating maintenance of treatment effects over months.

Overall, the self-esteem training program based on McKay and Fanning’s approach significantly
reduced experiential avoidance and its dimensions, with large effects that remained stable at the two-month
follow-up.

Conclusion

Regarding the validity of self-esteem training sessions based on McKay and Fanning, it can be stated
that these cognitive self-esteem sessions address components such as the pathological critic, disarming the
critic, accurate self-assessment, cognitive distortions, diffusion from painful thoughts, compassion, the
“should,” acting based on values, handling mistakes, responding to criticism, asking for what you want,
goal setting and planning, visualization, “I’m still not okay.” Core beliefs, all aimed at strengthening
students’ self-esteem (McKay & Fanning, 2016).

In terms of effectiveness, self-esteem reflects a person’s satisfaction with themselves. It represents the
relationship between personal self-concept and ideal self-concept (Silber & Tippett, 1965, as cited in
Alghamdi et al., 2023). It serves as a measure of self-evaluation and is considered one of the most
important psychological constructs (Bosson & Swann, 2009). Findings indicate that individuals with high
self-esteem and confidence in their abilities are less prone to experiential avoidance. Such individuals do
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not attempt to avoid or suppress unpleasant internal experiences, leading to reduced distress and lower
experiential avoidance. Therefore, the self-esteem training program based on McKay and Fanning’s
methods effectively reduces experiential avoidance in students, with effects maintained during the follow-
up period. Accordingly, self-esteem training can be considered a valid and effective program for alleviating
symptoms of experiential avoidance in female students.

This study was conducted with students from Hadith College in Tehran, which limits the
generalizability of findings to other populations and cultural contexts. Due to time constraints, only a two-
month follow-up was conducted, restricting-conclusions regarding long-term effectiveness. Future research
should employ larger, more diverse samples and longer follow-up periods to evaluate the sustainability of
outcomes, particularly in reducing experiential avoidance. It is recommended that university counseling
and psychological service centers implement self-esteem training interventions based on the McKay and
Fanning approach, given its demonstrated content validity and practical effectiveness in reducing
experiential avoidance among female university students.

Keywords: Content Validity, Experiential Avoidance, Self-Esteem, Validate.
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