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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectivenessof acceptance and commitment group
therapy in reducing social anxiety and shyness among adolescent girls. This study
employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The
statistical population consisted of female high school students with social anxiety in
District 4 of Tehran during the 20222023 academic year. A total of 30 participants
were selected using purposive sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and
control groups (n=15 each). Research instruments included the Jerabek Social
Anxiety Questionnaire (1996) and the Cheek—Briggs Shyness Scale (1990). The
intervention consisted of nine 90-minute weekly sessions of acceptance and
commitment group therapy administered to the experimental group, while the control
group received no intervention. Data were analyzed using analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) in SPSS-22. ANCOVA results indicated asignificant effect of group on
social anxiety (p<0.01,F=28.76,11>=0.51) and a significant effect onshyness (p<0.01,
F=154.52,71>=0.85). These findings demonstrate that acceptance and commitment
therapy significantly reduced social anxiety and shyness in the experimental group
compared to the control group . Acceptance and commitment group therapy is an
effective, structured, and short-term intervention for reducing social anxiety and
shynessinadolescentgirlsandcan enhance their social functioningand psychological
well-being.

Keywords: Social anxiety, acceptance and commitmenttherapy, shyness, adolescent
girls, group therapy
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Social anxiety disorder is one of the most prevalent and impairing psychological conditions during
adolescence, characterized by an intense and persistent fear of social or performance situations in which
individuals may be exposed to scrutiny by others (Scharpf & Paulus, 2024; Shin et al., 2022). Adolescents
with social anxiety often experience heightened sensitivity to negative evaluation, excessive self-
consciousness, and a tendency toward avoidance of interpersonal interactions, which can significantly disrupt
their academic performance, peer relationships, and overall psychological well-being (La Greca & Lai, 2023;
Urban et al., 2024). This developmental stage is particularly critical, as adolescents undergo substantial
cognitive, emotional, and social transformations that make them more vulnerable to evaluative concerns and
peer-related stressors (Erath et al., 2022; Rubin et al., 2022). Consequently, untreated social anxiety can lead
to long-term adverse outcomes, including depression, social withdrawal, and reduced life satisfaction (Gokdag
et al., 2024).

Closely related to social anxiety is the construct of shyness, which reflects a pattern of behavioral inhibition,
discomfort, and avoidance in social contexts (Bowker et al., 2020; Cheek & Briggs, 1990). Shy adolescents
often struggle with initiating conversations, participating in group activities, and expressing their thoughts,
primarily due to fear of embarrassment or rejection (Ajilchi et al., 2021; Beidel & Turner, 2007). Empirical
evidence suggests that shyness and social anxiety share overlapping cognitive and emotional mechanisms,
such as self-focused attention, negative self-evaluation, and avoidance behaviors, which reinforce each other
over time (Rubin et al., 2022; Scharpf & Paulus, 2024). These maladaptive patterns not only limit
opportunities for social learning but also contribute to the persistence and escalation of interpersonal
difficulties in adolescence.

In recent years, third-wave behavioral therapies, particularly Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT),
have gained increasing attention as effective interventions for anxiety-related disorders. ACT is grounded in
functional contextualism and Relational Frame Theory, emphasizing psychological flexibility as a core
determinant of mental health (Barnes-Holmes et al., 2022; Hayes et al., 2016). Rather than attempting to
eliminate distressing thoughts and emotions, ACT encourages individuals to accept internal experiences,
defuse from unhelpful cognitions, and engage in value-driven actions (Hayes & Ciarrochi, 2015; Luoma et
al., 2017). In the context of social anxiety, this approach is particularly relevant, as it targets experiential
avoidance and cognitive fusion—two processes that maintain anxiety and inhibit adaptive social functioning
(Greco & Hayes, 2020; Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2020).

A growing body of empirical research supports the efficacy of ACT in reducing social anxiety symptoms and
improving related outcomes. Meta-analytic findings indicate that ACT-based interventions significantly
decrease anxiety severity, avoidance behaviors, and interpersonal sensitivity (Fang et al., 2022; Twohig &
Levin, 2017). Furthermore, studies focusing on adolescents have demonstrated that ACT can enhance
mindfulness, reduce fear of negative evaluation, and increase assertiveness and social engagement
(Ebrahiminejad et al., 2021; Hosseini et al., 2021). Additional evidence highlights the role of mindfulness
and acceptance processes in disrupting maladaptive attentional patterns and promoting adaptive emotional
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regulation (Fletcher, 2018; Krafft et al., 2019). These findings are consistent with process-based accounts
suggesting that improvements in psychological flexibility mediate treatment outcomes (Gaudiano & Herbert,
2018).

Despite these promising results, there remains a need for further research examining the effectiveness of ACT
in specific cultural contexts and adolescent populations. Many existing studies have focused on adult samples
or clinical settings, with relatively fewer investigations conducted in school-based environments or non-
Western populations (Livheim et al., 2015; Swain et al., 2015). Cultural factors may influence the expression
of social anxiety and the acceptability of therapeutic interventions, underscoring the importance of context-
specific research (La Greca & Lai, 2023; Urban et al., 2024). Therefore, the present study aimed to evaluate
the effectiveness of acceptance and commitment group therapy on social anxiety and shyness among
adolescent girls.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest structure and a control group. The
statistical population consisted of female high schoolstudents diagnosed with social anxiety disorder in District
4 of Tehran during the 2022—-2023 academic year. A total of 30 participants were selected using purposive
sampling based on inclusion criteria and were randomly assigned to an experimental group and a control group,
each comprising 15 individuals. Inclusion criteria included being within the age range of 15 to 18 years,
exhibiting clinically significant symptoms of social anxiety, willingness to participate in group therapy
sessions, and parental consent. Exclusion criteria included concurrent psychological treatment, use of
psychiatric medication, severe psychiatric disorders, or irregular attendance.

Data were collected using two standardized instruments: the Jerabek Social Anxiety Questionnaire and the
Cheek—Briggs Shyness Scale. After the pretest assessment, the experimental group participated in a structured
acceptance and commitment group therapy program consisting of nine weekly sessions, each lasting 90
minutes. The intervention focused on core ACT processes, including acceptance, cognitive defusion,
mindfulness, self-as-context, values clarification, and committed action. The control group did not receive any
intervention during this period. At the end of the intervention, both groups completed the posttest assessments.
Data were analyzed using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) to control for pretest scores and examine group
differences in posttest outcomes.

Findings

The results of the analysis of covariance indicated that the effect of the intervention on social anxiety was
statistically significant, with areported F value of 28.76 and a partial eta squared of 0.51, demonstrating alarge
effect size. Similarly, the intervention had a significant effect on shyness, with an F value of 154.52 and a
partial eta squared of 0.85, indicating avery large effect size. In both cases, the significance level was less than
0.01, confirming that the acceptance and commitment group therapy significantly reduced social anxiety and
shyness in the experimental group compared to the control group. These findings suggest that the intervention
was effective in improving both emotional and behavioral dimensions of social functioning among adolescent
girls.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that acceptance and commitment group therapy is an effective
intervention for reducing social anxiety and shyness among adolescent girls. The significant reduction in both
variables suggests that targeting underlying psychological processes, rather than merely addressing surface-
level symptoms, can lead to meaningful and lasting improvements in mental health. By promoting
psychological flexibility, the intervention enabled participants to alter their relationship with distressing
thoughts and emotions, thereby reducing avoidance behaviors and enhancing adaptive functioning.
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One of the key mechanisms underlying these improvements appears to be the cultivation of acceptance and
mindfulness skills, which help individuals disengage from maladaptive cognitive patterns and reduce self-
focused attention. This shift in attentional focus allows adolescents to engage more fully in social interactions,
leading to increased confidence and reduced anxiety. Additionally, the emphasis on values clarification and
committed action encourages individuals to pursue meaningful goals despite the presence of discomfort,
fostering resilience and long-term behavioral change.

The findings also highlight the importance of group-based interventions, which provide opportunities for social
exposure, peer support, and experiential learning. Through structured exercises and real-life practice,
participants were able to confront feared situations in a supportive environment, thereby breaking the cycle of
avoidance and reinforcing positive social experiences.

In conclusion, acceptance and commitment group therapy represents a promising approach for addressing
social anxiety and shyness in adolescents. Its focus on acceptance, mindfulness, and value-driven action makes
it particularly well-suited for this developmental stage, where identity formation and social integration are
critical. The results of this study support the integration of ACT-based interventions into school counseling
programs and mental health services to enhance the psychological well-being and social competence of
adolescents.
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