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The present study was conducted to know the effectiveness of Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy on cognitive flexibility and cognitive emotion
regulation in anxious female students. The research methodology was semi-
experimental with pre-test and post-test design with a control group. The
statistical population included all female students studying in the high
schools of Bushehr province during the years 2022-2023 which was more
than 700 students. The research sample included 30 students diagnosed as
anxious using Beck's anxiety questionnaire (anxiety score 16 to 63) and
randomly assigned to an experimental group (15) and a control group (15).
The experimental group received the acceptance and commitment therapy
protocol in 8 sessions (each session 90 minutes), while the control group did
not receive any intervention. Research tools included cognitive flexibility
inventory and cognitive emotion regulation questionnaire, used for both the
experimental and control groups. The data were analyzed using multivariate
and univariate covariance by using SPSS26. The research findings showed
that acceptance and commitment Therapy has a positive effect on cognitive
flexibility and its subscales (alternatives and control), positive strategies for
cognitive emotion regulation, and a negative effect on negative strategies for
cognitive emotion regulation (p<0.001). Therefore, according to the
components of acceptance and commitment therapy and their impact on
emotions and thoughts, it can be suggested that this treatment can be used to
improve cognitive flexibility and cognitive emotion regulation of anxious
students.
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The Effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on Cognitive Flexibility and
Cognitive Emotion Regulation in Anxious Female Students

Extended Abstract
Aim

Adolescence is a period full of physical and mental changes and transformation of various functions.
One of the common problems that teenagers face is anxiety. Anxiety is a response to an ambiguous,
unknown, and conflicting threat and has various consequences. One of the debilitating aspects of anxiety
is its effect on cognitive flexibility and decision-making (Park and Moghadam, 2017). During
adolescence, along with the development of abstract thinking, cognitive flexibility also develops, and
its onset plays a very important role in adolescence (Esterhuyse et al., 2013). Also, Teenagers usually

experience more emotional fluctuations and negative emotions, and their response to emotional
situations is much more intense. One of the biggest challenges facing them in life is the successful
regulation of emotions. Cognitive Emotion regulation describes the ability to effectively manage
emotional experiences by reducing negative emotions or increasing positive emotions. Cognitive
Emotion regulation affects a set of processes that systematize emotions and presents itself as a set of
mechanisms that can modify, model, or suppress an emotional state (Gross, 2014). One of the treatment
methods that helps people improve their lives and achieve better results is Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) (Scott et al., 2017). Acceptance and Commitment Therapy uses mindfulness and
acceptance techniques to provide alternative solutions to relating to unwanted inner experiences and
emphasizes valuable actions to lead a meaningful life. Based on the search in the domestic and foreign
research literature, the effect of this therapy on cognitive flexibility and cognitive emotion regulation in
anxious adolescents has not been investigated. Therefore, the present study was conducted to know the
effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on cognitive flexibility and cognitive emotion

regulation in anxious female students of secondary high school.
Methodology

The research method was semi-experimental with pre-test and post-test design with a control group. The
statistical population included all female students studying in the secondary high schools of Bushehr
province (Delvar region) during the years 2022-2023 which was more than 700 students. The research
sample included 30 students who were diagnosed as anxious using Beck's anxiety questionnaire (anxiety
score 16 to 63) and were randomly assigned to an experimental group (15) and a control group (15). The
experimental group received the ACT protocol based on Hayes et al. (2012) in 8 sessions (each session

90 minutes), while the control group did not receive any intervention. Research tools included cognitive
flexibility inventory (CFI) by Dennis & Vander Wall (2010) and cognitive emotion regulation
questionnaire (CERQ-P) by Garnefski et al. (2001), used for both the experimental and control groups.

The data were analyzed using multivariate and univariate covariance analysis by SPSS software version
26.

Findings
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Dependent Variable Sum of Degrees  Mean F Significance Eta Statistical

Squares of Square Level Squared Power
Freedom
Perception of Alternatives 905.96 1 905.96  50.77 0.000 0.65 1.00
Perception of 1363.04 1 1363.04 43.69 0.000 0.61 1.00
Controllability
Perception of Behavioral 6.53 1 6.53 2.39 0.13 0.08 0.32
Justification
Cognitive Flexibility 4861.04 1 4861.04 69.54 0.000 0.72 1.00
Positive Cognitive Emotion 49738 1 49738  4.89 0.03 0.15 0.56
Regulation Strategies
Negative Cognitive 1147.40 1 1147.40 85.84 0.000 0.76 1.00
Emotion Regulation
Strategies

Tablel. Results of univariate analysis of covariance for comparing cognitive flexibility and its subscales and cognitive
emotion regulation in the experimental and control groups.

As shown in Tablel, the results showed that the experimental group experienced significantly greater
improvements than the control group in overall cognitive flexibility and most of its subscales, except
for behavioral justification perception (p<0.001). This indicates that Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) effectively enhances cognitive flexibility. Additionally, the experimental group
demonstrated a significant increase in positive cognitive emotion regulation strategies and a decrease in
negative strategies compared to the control group (p < 0.05), confirming the effectiveness of Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT) in improving emotion regulation.

The general findings of multivariate covariance analysis were significant (p<<0.001). This showed that
experimental and control groups had a significant difference. According to the effect size, it can be said
that 80% of the total variances of the experimental and control groups are because of the influence of
the independent variable, that is, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy. The participants in the
experimental group compared to the control group in the post-test stage showed a greater increase in the
total score of cognitive flexibility and the score of its subscales, which was significant (p<0.05), except
for the subscale of perception of Alternatives for human behaviors, which wasn’t significant (p>0.05).
They also showed a greater increase in the score of positive strategies and a decrease in the score of
negative strategies of cognitive emotion regulation, which was significant (p<0.05).

Conclusion

Therefore, we can conclude that ACT improved cognitive flexibility and its subscales, perception of
different options (alternatives) and perception of controllability (control) of anxious female students of
secondary high schools. However, there was no significant effect on the subscale of alternatives for
human behaviors of these students. The ACT method owes its success to the fact that it does not seek to
change the content of thoughts, reduce thoughts and feelings, avoid, limit, or control them; Rather, it is



about reducing the impact and influence of thoughts and feelings to achieve a valuable life (Harris,
2009).

Also, ACT increased the use of positive strategies and decreased the use of negative strategies of
cognitive emotion regulation in anxious female students of secondary high schools. It can be said that
ACT helps people to be mindful of their feelings, thoughts, and emotions, and to accept unpleasant
desires, emotions, and experiences without trying to control them; so these emotions and experiences
appear less threatening and influential in a person's life (Brown and Ryan, 2003). This therapy method
leads to flexible, meaningful, and adaptive activities and behaviors and helps anxious students to create
space to accept unfortunate events while recognizing their feelings and thoughts, be more aware, act
committed towards their values, and also respond to their thoughts with more flexibility.

Probably, this method, by using the various techniques it has, will cause a person to move in the direction
of values and achieve goals, and help people prevent from getting caught in negative thoughts and
feelings, and perhaps this causes a person's cognitive flexibility. Also, this method, by helping students
to accept emotions and thoughts related to the specific conditions, causes them not to avoid and stay
away from their emotions, but experience them actively and with full awareness to gain a better
understanding of what they acquire and solve their problems by identifying these feelings. Therefore,
this method can be used by school counselors and teachers.

This study had several limitations. The researchers faced challenges in following up with participants
due to limited access. Since the study focused only on anxious female high school students, the results
cannot be easily generalized to other groups. Future research should include different age groups and
communities, as well as examine other issues such as depression. Additionally, it is recommended that
workshops be held to educate counselors and teachers about Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT), anxiety, emotion regulation, and cognitive flexibility to better support students.

Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment, Anxious, Cognitive Emotion Regulation, Cognitive
Flexibility, Students
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