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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) and Schema Therapy on dysfunctional attitudes
in patients with lung cancer. This quasi-experimental study employed a
pretest—posttest control group design with a two-month follow-up and was
conducted on 24 patients with lung cancer referred to the Sari Comprehensive
Cancer Center in 2025. Participants were selected purposively and randomly
assigned to ACT (n=8), Schema Therapy (n=8), and control (n=8) groups.
Both interventions were delivered in eight 90-minute group sessions.
Dysfunctional attitudes were assessed using the Weissman and Beck
Dysfunctional Attitudes Scale. Data were analyzed using mixed analysis of
variance in SPSS version 26. Mixed ANOVA revealed a significant time x
group interaction effect on dysfunctional attitudes (F=4.55, p<0.01, 1>=0.19).
Both intervention groups showed significant reductions in dysfunctional
attitudes at posttest and follow-up compared to the control group (p<0.05).
Bonferroni post hoc comparisons indicated that ACT produced significantly
greater reductions in dysfunctional attitudes than Schema Therapy (p<0.05).
Both ACT and Schema Therapy effectively reduced dysfunctional attitudes
in patients with lung cancer; however, ACT demonstrated superior
effectiveness and may be considered a preferable psychological intervention
in psycho-oncology settings.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Cancer is widely recognized as one of the most complex and life-threatening medical conditions, exerting
profound physical, psychological, and social consequences on patients and their families. Among different
types of cancer, lung cancer remains one of the leading causes of mortality worldwide, with particularly poor
survival outcomes and high psychological burden (Tian et al., 2024; Tu et al., 2023). Advances in oncological
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treatment have increased survival rates; however, prolonged survival is often accompanied by significant
psychological distress, including anxiety, depression, existential fear, and cognitive maladjustment (Song et
al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2021). Psychological variables play a crucial role in shaping patients’ adjustment to
illness, treatment adherence, and overall quality of life, making psycho-oncological interventions an essential
component of comprehensive cancer care (Irenaeus et al., 2024; Tourani et al., 2024).

One of the most important psychological constructs associated with emotional vulnerability in cancer patients
is dysfunctional attitudes. According to cognitive theory, dysfunctional attitudes are rigid, maladaptive beliefs
that shape individuals’ interpretation of events and contribute to emotional disorders such as depression and
anxiety (Beck et al., 1979; Simons et al., 1984). These attitudes become particularly activated during life-
threatening conditions, leading patients to interpret illness-related experiences in catastrophic and self-
defeating ways (Moore & Malinowski, 2019). Empirical evidence indicates that higher levels of dysfunctional
attitudes are associated with increased psychological distress, lower quality of life, and poorer treatment
outcomes in patients with chronic and life-threatening diseases (Aminnasab et al., 2021; Song et al., 2022).

In response to the limitations of traditional cognitive-behavioral approaches, third-wave behavioral therapies,
especially Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), have gained increasing attention in health
psychology and psycho-oncology (Hayes et al., 2006; Hayes et al.,, 2012). ACT aims to enhance
psychological flexibility through acceptance, cognitive defusion, present-moment awareness, values
clarification, and committed action (Bond et al., 2011). Research consistently demonstrates that ACT
effectively reduces depression, anxiety, fatigue, and psychological distress in cancer populations (Johannsen
etal., 2017; Li et al., 2021; Mosher et al., 2025; Qin et al., 2025). Moreover, ACT has been shown to weaken
the impact of dysfunctional attitudes by altering the individual’s relationship with maladaptive thoughts rather
than directly challenging their content (Hulbert-Williams et al., 2015; Peterson & Eifert, 2016).

Schema Therapy represents another influential therapeutic approach designed to modify deep-rooted
cognitive-emotional structures known as early maladaptive schemas (Leahy, 2015; Young et al., 2003).
Extensive evidence supports the effectiveness of schema therapy in reducing chronic emotional disorders and
cognitive distortions (Peeters et al., 2022; Taylor et al., 2017; Van Dijk et al., 2019). In oncology settings,
schema-focused interventions have demonstrated beneficial effects on depression, emotional distress, and pain
management (Hosseini et al., 2019). However, few studies have directly compared the effectiveness of ACT
and Schema Therapy in addressing dysfunctional attitudes among lung cancer patients, despite the
exceptionally high psychological burden associated with this disease (Togluk & Budak, 2024; Tu et al., 2023).
This gap in the literature underscores the necessity of comparative research to guide evidence-based
psychological interventions in lung cancer care.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, control group, and a two-month
follow-up. The statistical population consisted of patients diagnosed with lung cancer who were referred to the
Sari Comprehensive Cancer Center in 2025. A total of 24 patients meeting the inclusion criteria were selected
through purposive sampling and randomly assigned into three groups: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT), Schema Therapy, and Control (8 participants per group).

Participants in the ACT group received eight 90-minute group therapy sessions based on the ACT protocol.
The Schema Therapy group also participated in eight structured group sessions conducted according to
Young’s schema therapy framework. The control group received routine medical care without psychological
intervention during the study period.

Dysfunctional attitudes were measured using the Weissman and Beck Dysfunctional Attitudes Scale at three
time points: pretest, posttest, and follow-up. Data were analyzed using mixed analysis of variance (ANOVA)
in SPSS version 26 to examine within-group and between-group differences across time.
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Findings

Descriptive results showed that dysfunctional attitude scores decreased substantially in both treatment groups
from pretest to posttest and remained stable at follow-up, while no meaningful change was observed in the
control group. Mixed ANOVA revealed a statistically significant interaction effect of time x group on
dysfunctional attitudes (F = 4.55, p <0.01, n?> = 0.19), indicating that the pattern of change over time differed
significantly between the groups.

Post-hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni method demonstrated that both ACT and Schema Therapy groups
showed significantly lower dysfunctional attitude scores compared to the control group at posttest and follow-
up (p < 0.05). Furthermore, the ACT group exhibited significantly greater reductions in dysfunctional attitudes
than the Schema Therapy group at both posttest and follow-up (p < 0.05), suggesting superior effectiveness of
ACT in modifying maladaptive cognitive beliefs among lung cancer patients.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that both Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Schema Therapy are
effective interventions for reducing dysfunctional attitudes in patients with lung cancer; however, Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy demonstrated superior and more stable outcomes over time. These results highlight
the critical role of psychological flexibility in helping patients manage the cognitive and emotional challenges
associated with life-threatening illnesses. The ability of ACT to reduce the influence of maladaptive beliefs
without engaging in prolonged cognitive restructuring may explain its stronger impact in populations facing
severe physical and existential stressors.

Schema Therapy also produced meaningful improvements, confirming its value as a deep-level cognitive-
emotional intervention. Nevertheless, the greater practicality, adaptability, and experiential focus of ACT may
render it particularly suitable for oncology settings, where patients often experience fatigue, emotional
overload, and limited cognitive resources.

Overall, this study supports the integration of structured psychological interventions—particularly Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy—into routine lung cancer care. Such integration can substantially enhance
emotional adjustment, reduce cognitive vulnerability, and ultimately improve the overall quality of life of
patients coping with this severe disease.
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