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Abstract

The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy (CBT) on psychological distress and self-efficacy among
individuals referred to counseling centers in Tehran. This study employed a
quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest control group approach.
The statistical population consisted of individuals referred to counseling
centers in Tehran in 2024. A total of 30 participants were selected through
convenience sampling and randomly assigned into experimental and control
groups (15 participants in each group). Data were collected using the Kessler
Psychological Distress Questionnaire (K-10) and the General Self-Efficacy
Scale developed by Sherer et al. The experimental group received group-
based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy during eight 120-minute sessions, while
the control group received no intervention. Data were analyzed using analysis
of covariance (ANCOVA). The findings of ANCOVA indicated that
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy significantly reduced psychological distress in
the experimental group compared to the control group (P=0.001, F=127.35,
Eta=0.56). In addition, the intervention significantly increased participants’
self-efficacy (P=0.001, F=156.69, Eta=0.65). The posttest mean scores
demonstrated considerable improvement in both variables among participants
in the experimental group. The findings suggest that Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy is an effective intervention for reducing psychological distress and
enhancing self-efficacy among individuals attending counseling centers. By
modifying maladaptive cognitions, improving coping strategies, and
strengthening positive thinking patterns, CBT can contribute substantially to
psychological well-being and mental health improvement.
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Psychological distress is considered one of the most prevalent indicators of impaired mental health among
individuals seeking psychological services. It encompasses symptoms such as anxiety, depression, emotional
instability, tension, helplessness, and reduced coping ability, all of which negatively affect social, occupational,
interpersonal, and emotional functioning. In recent years, the increasing prevalence of psychological distress
has become a major concern for mental health professionals because persistent distress can significantly reduce
quality of life and increase vulnerability to severe psychological disorders. Research has demonstrated that
individuals with high levels of psychological distress often experience impaired emotional regulation, lower
resilience, weaker coping strategies, and reduced psychological adjustment (Li & Wei, 2025; Veilleux, 2022).
Psychological distress is also strongly associated with poor sleep quality, emotional dysregulation,
interpersonal difficulties, and social anxiety, which further contribute to maladaptive functioning (Kalenska-
Rodzaj, 2023; Sun, 2023).

Another important construct related to psychological well-being is self-efficacy. Self-efficacy refers to
individuals’ beliefs regarding their ability to manage difficult situations, solve problems effectively, and
achieve desired goals. Individuals with high self-efficacy tend to demonstrate stronger emotional adjustment,
greater resilience, more adaptive coping strategies, and higher motivation when facing stressful life situations
(Koziol et al., 2025; McDaniels et al., 2023). Conversely, low self-efficacy is associated with emotional
helplessness, avoidance behaviors, anxiety, depression, and poor psychological functioning. Previous studies
have shown that self-efficacy acts as a protective factor against psychological distress and plays an important
mediating role between emotional health and behavioral adjustment (Altier et al., 2025; Schulz et al., 2024).
Furthermore, higher self-efficacy has been linked with better treatment adherence, improved health behaviors,
and enhanced quality of life among individuals with chronic illnesses and psychological difficulties (Hu et al.,
2025; Wang et al., 2024).

Among evidence-based psychological interventions, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) has received
considerable empirical support for reducing emotional disorders and improving psychological functioning.
CBT is based on the assumption that maladaptive cognitions, irrational beliefs, and dysfunctional thought
patterns contribute significantly to emotional distress and behavioral problems. Through cognitive
restructuring and behavioral skill training, individuals can learn to replace maladaptive cognitions with more
realistic and adaptive patterns of thinking (Chenget al., 2022; Lin et al., 2023). CBT interventions commonly
include techniques such as identifying automatic negative thoughts, behavioral activation, relaxation training,
problem-solving skills, cognitive restructuring, exposure exercises, and emotional regulation strategies.
Numerous studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of CBT in reducing depression, anxiety, emotional
distress, stress-related symptoms, and maladaptive coping behaviors (Lotzin et al., 2023; Rasti &
Mohammadi, 2024).

Recent psychological literature has also emphasized the role of third-wave cognitive behavioral interventions
and resilience-oriented approaches in promoting emotional adjustment and reducing distress. Research on
mindfulness-based interventions, dialectical behavior therapy, and acceptance-based therapies has indicated
that these interventions improve emotional regulation, distress tolerance, and psychological well-being (Nia
et al.,, 2022; Samadi et al., 2023). Moreover, psychological interventions designed for individuals
experiencing chronic illness, traumatic experiences, or caregiving burden have shown beneficial effects on
emotional stability, resilience, and quality of life (Hines et al., 2023; Hong et al., 2023).

Technological advancements have further expanded the application of CBT through internet-based and digital
mental health interventions. Studies have demonstrated that web-based CBT and digital psychological
programs can effectively reduce depression, psychological distress, and emotional difficulties while increasing
accessibility to mental health services (Davis et al., 2022; Lin et al., 2023). Digital psychological
interventions have also shown promising outcomes among individuals with inflammatory diseases, chronic
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pain, and rheumatic disorders (Donisi et al., 2023; Knitza et al., 2025). Telehealth-based psychological
programs have similarly been effective in improving mental health outcomes among women with breast cancer
and individuals facing chronic medical conditions (Koc et al., 2022; Reis et al., 2023).

Another important factor associated with psychological adjustment is resilience. Resilience refers to the ability
to recover from stress and adapt positively to difficult life circumstances. Individuals with low resilience are
more likely to experience anxiety, depression, emotional exhaustion, and reduced quality of life (Li & Wei,
2025). Interventions focusing on resilience enhancement have demonstrated positive effects on emotional
adjustment, coping ability, and self-efficacy among patients and caregivers (Hines et al., 2023; Spigelmyer
et al., 2022). Additionally, cognitive interventions aimed at changing maladaptive mindsets and promoting
adaptive cognitive appraisals have been associated with reduced emotional distress and improved
psychological functioning (Zion et al., 2023).

Although previous studies strongly support the effectiveness of CBT across different populations and
psychological conditions, fewer studies have specifically investigated its simultaneous impact on
psychological distress and self-efficacy among individuals referred to counseling centers. Individuals seeking
counseling services often experience multiple emotional, interpersonal, and cognitive difficulties that impair
psychological functioning and coping ability. Therefore, examining the effectiveness of CBT in reducing
psychological distress while enhancing self-efficacy in this population appears clinically important.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy on
psychological distress and self-efficacy among individuals referred to counseling centers.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental research design with a pretest-posttest control group
structure. The statistical population consisted of individuals referred to counseling centers in Tehran during
2024. A total of 30 participants were selected using convenience sampling and randomly assigned into
experimental and control groups, with 15 participants in each group. Inclusion criteria included willingness to
participate in the study, absence of severe psychiatric disorders, and regular attendance during intervention
sessions.

Data collection was conducted using the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K-10) and the General Self-
Efficacy Scale developed by Sherer and colleagues. The K-10 questionnaire assesses symptoms related to
psychological distress, including anxiety and depressive symptoms, whereas the General Self-Efficacy Scale
measures individuals’ beliefs regarding their ability to effectively manage challenges and achieve goals.

The experimental group participated in eight 120-minute group sessions of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy. The
intervention included psychoeducation regarding the relationship between thoughts, emotions, and behaviors;
identification of cognitive distortions; cognitive restructuring; emotional regulation training; behavioral
exercises; problem-solving skills; stress management techniques; and relaxation training. Role-playing, group
discussions, homework assignments, and behavioral rehearsal techniques were also implemented to strengthen
coping skills and enhance adaptive functioning. The control group received no psychological intervention
during the study period. After completion of the intervention, both groups completed the posttest measures.
Data analysis was performed using SPSS-27 software. Descriptive statistics, including means and standard
deviations, were calculated for study variables. The Kolmogorov—-Smirnov test was used to assess normality
assumptions. Analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was employed to evaluate differences between groups while
controlling for pretest scores.

Findings

The descriptive findings indicated substantial changes in psychological distress and self-efficacy scores in the
experimental group following participation in Cognitive Behavioral Therapy sessions. The mean psychological
distress score in the experimental group decreased from 36.78 during the pretest stage to 26.65 in the posttest
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stage, whereas the control group showed only minimal change. Similarly, self-efficacy scores in the
experimental group increased from 30.67 during the pretest to 40.14 in the posttest stage, while the control
group demonstrated relatively stable scores across measurement stages.

The Kolmogorov—Smirnov test confirmed that the distribution of data was normal for all variables, supporting
the use of parametric statistical analyses.

The ANCOVA results revealed a statistically significant difference between the experimental and control
groups regarding psychological distress after controlling for pretest scores. The results demonstrated that
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy significantly reduced psychological distress among participants in the
experimental group compared with those in the control group (F=127.35, p=0.001, Eta=0.56).

Furthermore, ANCOVA findings showed a statistically significant increase in self-efficacy among participants
receiving Cognitive Behavioral Therapy compared with participants in the control group after controlling for
pretest scores (F=156.69, p=0.001, Eta=0.65). These findings indicate that CBT had strong effects on both
reducing psychological distress and improving self-efficacy among individuals referred to counseling centers.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that Cognitive Behavioral Therapy significantly reduced
psychological distress and enhanced self-efficacy among individuals referred to counseling centers. The
reduction in psychological distress suggests that participants who received CBT became more capable of
identifying maladaptive thoughts, regulating emotional reactions, and utilizing adaptive coping strategies when
facing stressful situations. Through cognitive restructuring and behavioral skill training, participants learned
to challenge irrational beliefs and replace negative automatic thoughts with more balanced and realistic
cognitions. This cognitive transformation likely contributed to improvements in emotional functioning and
reductions in anxiety, stress, and emotional instability.

The improvement in self-efficacy observed among participants can be explained by the therapeutic emphasis
on personal control, problem-solving, and behavioral mastery. CBT interventions encourage individuals to
actively engage in behavioral change and to practice adaptive coping skills through structured exercises and
homework assignments. As participants experienced success in managing emotional difficulties and behavioral
challenges, their confidence in their own abilities increased. Enhanced self-efficacy may also have
strengthened motivation, emotional resilience, and adaptive functioning.

The group-based structure of the intervention may have further contributed to positive outcomes by providing
opportunities for emotional support, interpersonal learning, and social reinforcement. Group discussions and
role-playing exercises likely promoted emotional expression, normalization of experiences, and greater
psychological flexibility. The intervention also appeared to improve participants’ awareness of emotional and
cognitive processes, thereby reducing maladaptive coping patterns such as avoidance, catastrophizing, and
emotional suppression.

Overall, the findings support the effectiveness of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy as an evidence-based
intervention for improving mental health outcomes among individuals seeking counseling services. By
reducing psychological distress and enhancing self-efficacy, CBT may contribute substantially to emotional
adjustment, resilience, and quality of life. Therefore, integrating CBT programs into counseling centers and
community mental health services may provide significant psychological benefits for individuals experiencing
emotional and cognitive difficulties.
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