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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of Rational Emotive Behavior
Therapy in reducing psychological distress and improving puberty health
among female students with anxiety disorders. This experimental study
employed a pretest—posttest control-group design. The population consisted
of female lower secondary students diagnosed with anxiety disorders in
Gonaveh in 2024. From 60 volunteers, 30 students with severe anxiety scores
were selected and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (15
participants each). The experimental group received six weekly 100-minute
sessions of Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy, while the control group
received no intervention. Psychological distress and puberty health were
assessed using standardized questionnaires, and the data were analyzed using
analysis of covariance. The results of the covariance analysis demonstrated
significant differences between the experimental and control groups in
psychological distress and puberty health after controlling for pretest scores
(p < 0.001). The intervention produced a substantial reduction in
psychological distress and a significant improvement in puberty health in the
experimental group compared with the control group, with large effect sizes
and high statistical power. Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy is an effective,
low-cost, and practical intervention for reducing psychological distress and
enhancing puberty health among adolescent girls with anxiety disorders and
can be recommended for use in educational and counseling settings.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Adolescence represents one of the most complex and sensitive periods of human development, characterized
by profound biological, cognitive, emotional, and social transformations that shape long-term mental health
trajectories (Keating et al., 2019; Page & Coutellier, 2018). During this transitional phase, the brain undergoes
extensive neurocognitive maturation, particularly in prefrontal regions responsible for emotional regulation,
impulse control, and decision-making, rendering adolescents especially vulnerable to psychological
disturbances when exposed to stressors (Keating et al., 2019). Global evidence consistently indicates that
mental health disorders emerging in adolescence frequently persist into adulthood, creating lasting
impairments in psychosocial functioning and quality of life (Moghadam et al., 2019; Morelli & Nettey, 2019).
Consequently, early identification and effective intervention during this developmental window is of
paramount importance.

Among adolescent mental health problems, anxiety disorders constitute the most prevalent and disruptive
category, imposing substantial emotional, educational, and social burdens on young people (Nasiri, 2019).
Anxiety in adolescence is closely associated with aggression, emotional instability, academic
underachievement, interpersonal difficulties, and maladaptive coping behaviors (Chung et al., 2019; Kreuze
et al., 2022). Neurodevelopmental research further demonstrates that persistent anxiety during adolescence
alters the maturation of neural circuits regulating stress and emotion, particularly in a sex-specific manner that
places adolescent girls at heightened risk for chronic psychological difficulties (Page & Coutellier, 2018).
Recent biomedical findings also reveal significant associations between anxiety disorders and inflammatory
processes, underscoring the systemic nature of adolescent anxiety and reinforcing the necessity for
comprehensive psychological interventions (Uzun & Akinci, 2021).

A critical consequence of chronic anxiety is the emergence of psychological distress, a multidimensional
construct encompassing persistent emotional discomfort, impaired coping capacity, negative self-evaluation,
and functional disruption (Matud et al., 2020; Ortega Ceballos et al., 2023). Psychological distress in
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adolescents has been linked to academic failure, social withdrawal, risky behaviors, and reduced life
satisfaction, with female adolescents consistently reporting higher levels than males (Matud et al., 2020).
This gender vulnerability is especially pronounced during puberty, a developmental period marked by intense
physiological and hormonal changes that interact dynamically with emotional and cognitive development.
Puberty in adolescent girls introduces rapid bodily transformations that, without adequate psychological
support and health education, can generate confusion, anxiety, shame, and maladaptive health behaviors.
Puberty health therefore constitutes a vital domain of adolescent well-being, encompassing physical self-care,
emotional adjustment, health knowledge, attitudes, and behavioral practices. Empirical evidence demonstrates
that structured educational and psychological interventions significantly enhance adolescent girls’ self-
concept, health behaviors, and overall puberty health outcomes (Salama et al., 2024). Furthermore, maturity-
based health frameworks emphasize that adolescents’ interpretations of bodily changes profoundly influence
their psychological adaptation to puberty, making cognitive interventions particularly relevant (Kolukisa
Tarhan et al., 2020).

In this context, cognitive-behavioral therapies represent the most empirically supported interventions for youth
anxiety and emotional disorders (Dobson, 2019; Stallard, 2023). A prominent variant within this family is
Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT), originally developed by Albert Ellis, which posits that emotional
disturbances arise not from external events but from individuals’ irrational beliefs and cognitive interpretations
of those events. By identifying, disputing, and replacing dysfunctional beliefs with rational alternatives, REBT
systematically reduces emotional distress and promotes adaptive functioning (Matweychuk, 2017). Evidence
indicates that cognitive-behavioral and REBT-based interventions effectively reduce emotional problems,
improve coping skills, and enhance emotional regulation among children and adolescents (Firuzabadi &
Aghaei, 2021; Stallard, 2023). Emerging research on innovative anxiety treatments further confirms that
interventions targeting cognitive processing and emotional regulation yield the most durable outcomes (Chen
et al., 2021).

Despite these advances, few studies have simultaneously examined the impact of REBT on both psychological
distress and puberty health, particularly among adolescent girls with anxiety disorders in culturally specific
contexts. Given the high prevalence of anxiety disorders among Iranian adolescents and the pressing need for
effective, accessible school-based mental health interventions (Morelli & Nettey, 2019; Nasiri, 2019), the
present study addresses this critical research gap.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an experimental pretest—posttest control-group design. The population consisted of all
female lower secondary students diagnosed with anxiety disorders in Gonaveh during the academic year 2024.
Sixty volunteers were initially screened using the Beck Anxiety Inventory, from which thirty students scoring
within the severe anxiety range were selected and randomly assigned to either the experimental group (n=15)
or the control group (n=15).

The experimental group received six weekly sessions of Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy, each lasting 100
minutes, delivered in a structured group format. The control group received no psychological intervention
during the study period.

Psychological distress was measured using the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K-10), and puberty health
was assessed using the Puberty Health Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) to compare posttest scores while controlling for pretest differences. Effect sizes and statistical
power were calculated to evaluate the magnitude and reliability of observed effects.

Findings

The ANCOVA results demonstrated statistically significant differences between the experimental and control
groups on both outcome variables after controlling for baseline scores (p < .001). Participants who received
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REBT exhibited a substantial reduction in psychological distress compared with the control group. The effect
size for psychological distress was large (> = 0.842), indicating that the intervention accounted for a
considerable proportion of variance in posttest distress levels.

Similarly, puberty health scores increased significantly in the experimental group relative to the control group,
with a moderate-to-large effect size (n? = 0.47). Statistical power exceeded .99 for both outcome measures,
confirming the robustness of the findings.

These results indicate that REBT was highly effective in alleviating emotional distress and improving puberty-
related health behaviors and attitudes among adolescent girls with anxiety disorders.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings provide strong evidence that Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy produces meaningful
improvements in both psychological distress and puberty health among anxious adolescent girls. By
systematically modifying irrational beliefs, reducing catastrophic thinking, and strengthening emotional self-
regulation, REBT appears to address core mechanisms underlying anxiety-related suffering in adolescence.
The observed reduction in psychological distress suggests that cognitive restructuring and emotional regulation
training effectively disrupt maladaptive thought—emotion cycles, allowing adolescents to develop healthier
responses to stressors. Improvements in puberty health indicate that when emotional stability increases,
adolescents become more capable of adopting constructive health behaviors, understanding bodily changes,
and managing puberty-related challenges.

The dual impact of REBT on emotional and developmental outcomes underscores its suitability as a
comprehensive school-based intervention. The magnitude of the effects observed suggests that even a
relatively brief, structured REBT program can yield substantial benefits during a critical developmental period.
This study demonstrates that Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy is a powerful, efficient, and practical
intervention for reducing psychological distress and enhancing puberty health among adolescent girls with
anxiety disorders. Integrating REBT into school counseling services and adolescent health programs may
significantly improve mental health outcomes and promote healthier developmental trajectories for vulnerable
youth.
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