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Investigating the Effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on
Anxiety and Self-Criticism in Studentswith Body Dysmorphic Disorder
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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)
in reducing anxiety and self-criticism among female students with body dysmorphic disorder
in Isfahan. This experimental study utilized a pre-test, post-test, and follow-up design with
control and experimental groups. The statistical population consisted of all students diagnosed
with body dysmorphic disorder who referred to counseling and psychotherapy centers in
Isfahan. Forty girls were purposefully selected based on inclusion and exclusion criteria and
randomly assigned to experimental and control groups. Research instruments included the
Spence Anxiety Scale (1998) and the Self-Criticism Scale (Thompson & Zuroff, 2004). The
experimental group received eight 90-minute ACT sessions, while the control group remained
on a waiting list. Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post-
hoc tests. Results revealed significant differences in anxiety and self-criticism scores across
pre-test, post-test, and follow-up stages (p<0.001). The interaction effect of time and group
was also significant, indicating that ACT substantially reduced anxiety and self-criticism in the
experimental group compared to the control group. Bonferroni tests confirmed that the
reductions observed in the post-test and follow-up phases were statistically significant.
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy effectively reduces anxiety and self-criticism in
students with body dysmorphic disorder by enhancing psychological flexibility, reducing
experiential avoidance, and promoting acceptance of inner experiences. Therefore, ACT can
be considered a valuable psychological intervention for adolescents with body image-related
anxiety and self-critical tendencies.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Adolescence is a critical developmental stage characterized by rapid biological, cognitive, and emotional
changes, during which identity formation and self-perception become central psychological tasks (Wu, 2022).
During this stage, adolescents develop heightened sensitivity toward their physical appearance and the
opinions of others. When this sensitivity turns into an excessive preoccupation with perceived defects or flaws
in one’s appearance, it can lead to Body Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD), a condition that severely disrupts
emotional well-being and social functioning (Papapanou et al., 2023). Studies show that body image
dissatisfaction among adolescents has risen dramatically in recent years, particularly due to sociocultural
pressures and unrealistic beauty standards reinforced by media and online environments (Hicks et al., 2022).
BDD is defined as a persistent concern with an imagined or slight defect in appearance, leading to significant
distress and functional impairment (Ahmadi Tahoor et al., 2011). Individuals with this disorder often engage
in repetitive behaviors such as mirror checking, excessive grooming, or avoidance of social situations. Among
adolescents, BDD has been linked with increased anxiety, depression, and obsessive thoughts related to
physical flaws (Ebrahimi et al., 2023). In the Iranian context, this issue has gained increasing attention, as
cultural emphasis on appearance and peer comparison exacerbate the vulnerability of teenagers—especially
girls—to such maladaptive concerns (Yousefi & Sabzevari, 2018).

One of the core psychological correlates of BDD is self-criticism, defined as the tendency to evaluate oneself
harshly, internalize negative standards, and engage in self-blame (Ghorbani & Mousavi, 2006). Self-critical
individuals often perceive themselves as inadequate and develop chronic feelings of guilt and shame
(Yamaguchi & Kim, 2013). Within the BDD population, self-criticism amplifies the perception of body flaws
and maintains maladaptive cognitive patterns (Kamandlou et al., 2023). In addition, high self-criticism is
strongly associated with anxiety symptoms, as self-evaluative rumination reinforces emotional distress and
self-rejection (Harrist & Criss, 2021).
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A growing body of research suggests that exposure to early life trauma and rejection sensitivity contribute to
the development of anxiety and body image pathology (Khoddad Farzaneh et al., 2023). Adolescents with a
history of emotional neglect or critical parenting are more likely to internalize external judgments, leading to
higher wvulnerability to BDD (Kamandlou et al., 2023). In addition, social media use has been found to
intensify feelings of inadequacy, as adolescents constantly compare themselves with idealized images of others
(Papapanou et al., 2023). These findings highlight the importance of interventions that not only reduce
anxiety but also modify self-critical cognitive processes and promote acceptance of one’s body and inner
experiences.

Traditional cognitive-behavioral therapies (CBT) have shown effectiveness in treating anxiety and bodyimage
disorders; however, their focus on cognitive restructuring may not sufficiently address the experiential
avoidance and rigid self-criticism that characterize BDD (Akhtarian et al., 2024b). In this regard, Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT)—developed within the contextual behavioral science framework—has
emerged as an effective alternative (Hayes et al.,, 2013). ACT emphasizes psychological flexibility,
mindfulness, acceptance of unwanted thoughts and feelings, and commitment to personal values rather than
symptom control. By helping individuals observe their inner experiences without judgment and engage in
meaningful action, ACT reduces experiential avoidance and cognitive fusion (Johns et al., 2016).

Empirical studies have supported the efficacy of ACT in various clinical populations. For instance, it has been
found to reduce anxiety, depression, and obsessive thoughts among patients with chronic conditions such as
vitiligo (Daneshy et al., 2021). Similarly, ACT has been shown to alleviate concerns related to body image
and promote healthier weight regulation among women with overweight or obesity (Ashrafi et al., 2022).
Another study found that ACT-based group interventions enhanced cognitive flexibility and life satisfaction
among women with multiple sclerosis, emphasizing its transdiagnostic potential (Ghadampour et al., 2019).
Research on adolescents also indicates the adaptability of ACT to developmental needs. For instance,
(Khoddad Farzaneh et al., 2023) found that ACT improved cognitive and emotional empathy among students
with ADHD and bullying behavior, while (Mirzaei et al., 2024) reported its effectiveness in reducing parental
anxiety and cognitive rumination among mothers of college-entrance candidates. These studies underline the
value of ACT as a therapeutic framework for improving emotional regulation and resilience during
adolescence.

Furthermore, culturally tailored interventions have demonstrated enhanced outcomes in Iranian samples.
(Rasouli Jazi et al., 2023, 2024) developed and validated a specialized package for women with BDD that
combined schema therapy and ACT components, significantly reducing maladaptive schemas and
perfectionism. These findings emphasize the cultural adaptability and broad applicability of ACT-based
interventions for body-related psychological issues.

In light of these theoretical and empirical foundations, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness
of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy in reducing anxiety and self-criticism among adolescent girls
diagnosed with Body Dysmorphic Disorder. The research hypothesized that ACT would lead to significant
reductions in both variables across pre-test, post-test, and follow-up measurements.

Methods and Materials

This experimental study employed a pre-test, post-test, and follow-up design with control and experimental
groups. The statistical population included all female students diagnosed with Body Dysmorphic Disorder who
attended counseling and psychotherapy centers in Isfahan. Using purposeful sampling based on inclusion and
exclusion criteria, 40 students were selected and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (20
participants each).

The research instruments included the Spence Children’s Anxiety Scale (Spence, 1998) and the Self-Criticism
Scale (Thompson & Zuroff, 2004). The experimental group received eight 90-minute sessions of Acceptance
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and Commitment Therapy focusing on mindfulness, acceptance, cognitive defusion, values clarification, and
committed action, while the control group was placed on a waiting list. Data were analyzed using descriptive
statistics and repeated-measures ANOVA followed by Bonferroni post hoc tests to examine within- and
between-group differences across time points.

Findings

The results of repeated-measures ANOVA revealed a statistically significant main effect of time and a
significant interaction between time and group for both anxiety and self-criticism variables (p < 0.001). The
mean scores of anxiety and self-criticism in the experimental group decreased considerably from pre-test to
post-test and were maintained during the follow-up phase, while the control group showed no significant
changes.

Specifically, the mean anxiety score of participants in the ACT group decreased from 45.95 (SD = 3.53) in the
pre-test to 38.95 (SD = 5.21) in the post-test and further to 33.15 (SD = 6.05) during follow-up. Similarly, the
mean self-criticism score declined from 62.80 (SD = 5.22) to 53.30 (SD = 5.40) at post-test and 51.75 (SD =
6.62) at follow-up. In contrast, the control group exhibited stable anxiety (M =47.05-48.35) and self-criticism
(M = 66.85-66.65) scores across all phases.

The within-group effect size for time (12 = 0.86) and the time-by-group interaction (n? = 0.74) in anxiety
indicated strong therapeutic impact, confirmed by statistical power = 1.00. Similarly, the between-group effect
size for self-criticism (n? = 0.29) reflected substantial differences favoring the ACT group. Bonferroni post
hoc comparisons showed significant differences between pre-test and post-test as well as between pre-test and
follow-up phases for both variables (p < 0.001).

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study demonstrated that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy effectively reduced anxiety and
self-criticism among adolescent girls with Body Dysmorphic Disorder. These findings corroborate prior
evidence highlighting the efficacy of ACT in addressing maladaptive cognitive and emotional processes related
to self-image and anxiety.

The reduction in anxiety observed can be explained through ACT’s emphasis on psychological flexibility and
experiential acceptance. By teaching adolescents to accept their internal experiences rather than suppressing
or avoiding them, ACT weakens the avoidance behaviors that maintain anxiety. The practice of mindfulness
and cognitive defusion helps individuals detach from anxious thoughts, perceive them as transient mental
events, and re-engage with value-driven behaviors. This aligns with previous studies showing that ACT
interventions decrease anxiety in adolescents and adults by altering their relationship to internal stimuli rather
than their content (Hosseini & Heydari, 2024; Hosseini & Rafei, 2020).

Regarding self-criticism, ACT enables individuals to cultivate self-compassion and acceptance, breaking the
cycle of harsh self-evaluation. The concept of “self-as-context,” central to ACT, allows individuals to observe
themselves from a nonjudgmental perspective, fostering a sense of stability and self-acceptance. This
mechanism explains the significant decrease in self-criticism among participants, consistent with findings from
compassion-focused and acceptance-based therapies (Anoushiravani et al., 2023; Hosseinimehr et al.,
2021). Moreover, the incorporation of value clarification and committed action likely enhanced adolescents’
sense of agency, promoting adaptive behaviors aligned with their core values rather than their fears or
insecurities.

The sustained effects observed during follow-up suggest that ACT not only provides immediate symptom
relief but also equips adolescents with long-term psychological skills. By internalizing mindfulness and
acceptance practices, participants could maintain emotional stability beyond the treatment period. This finding
supports the theoretical position that ACT enhances enduring resilience through experiential learning (Hayes
et al., 2013; Johns et al., 2016).
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The implications of this study are twofold. First, it demonstrates the potential of ACT as a culturally adaptable
intervention for Iranian adolescents facing appearance-related distress. Given the social and familial emphasis
on body image, ACT’s focus on internal acceptance offers an alternative to appearance-based validation.
Second, it highlights the importance of early intervention in adolescence—a developmental stage when body
image perceptions and self-critical attitudes are still malleable.

In conclusion, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy can be regarded as an effective and sustainable approach
for reducing anxiety and self-criticism among adolescents with Body Dysmorphic Disorder. By fostering
mindfulness, acceptance, and value-driven action, ACT empowers individuals to disengage from maladaptive
self-evaluations and live more authentically. Implementing such interventions within school counseling and
community mental health settings could contribute to improving adolescent mental health and preventing the
escalation of body image—related disorders.
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