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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy and Cognitive Behavioral Therapy on ego development in adolescent girls
with suicidal thoughts. This applied quasi-experimental study used a pretest—posttest
designwith two experimental groups and one control group. The statistical population
included all female lower-secondary school students in Varamin during the 2023—
2024 academic year who had suicidal thoughts. Using purposive sampling, 45
students who scored above 6 on the Beck Scale for Suicide Ideation and whose
suicidal ideation was confirmed through diagnostic interviews were selected.
Participants were then randomly assigned to three equal groups: the Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy group, the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy group, and the
control group, with 15 participants in each group. The research instruments included
the Beck Scale for Suicide Ideation and Loevinger’s Ego Development Test. The two
experimental groups received eight intervention sessions, held twice weekly, with
each session lasting 90 minutes, whereas the control group received no intervention
during the study period. Data were analyzed using analysis of covariance and
Bonferroni post hoc comparisons. The results of analysis of covariance indicated a
significant intervention effect on the total score of ego dewvelopment. Bonferroni
pairwise comparisons showed that the Cognitive Behavioral Therapy group had
significantly higher ego development scores than the control group. Similarly, the
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy group demonstrated significantly higher ego
development scores compared with the control group. However, no statistically
significant difference was found between the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
and Cognitive Behavioral Therapy groups in terms of ego development. These
inferential findings indicate that both interventions were effective compared with the
control condition, while neither intervention showed superior effectiveness over the
other. The findings suggest that both Cognitive Behavioral Therapy and Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy are effective approaches for improving ego development
among adolescent girls with suicidal thoughts. However, the absence of a significant
difference between the two interventions indicates that both approaches may have
comparable therapeutic value for this population.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Adolescence is a critical developmental period in which psychological vulnerability, identity formation,
emotional reactivity, and interpersonal sensitivity converge. During this stage, adolescents are required to
reorganize their self-concept, regulate intensified emotions, negotiate social relationships, and construct a
coherent sense of personal meaning. When these developmental tasks are disrupted by emotional distress,
cognitive rigidity, perceived rejection, or maladaptive self-evaluations, adolescents may become vulnerable to
suicidal thoughts and self-harming tendencies. Recent evidence has shown that suicidal ideation in adolescents
is not merely a transient symptom, but often emerges from the interaction of cognitive, emotional, and
developmental risk factors, including intolerance of uncertainty, psychache, maladaptive emotion regulation,
and dysfunctional cognitive schemas (Wu et al., 2025; Zhou et al., 2025). Therefore, preventive and
therapeutic interventions for adolescents with suicidal thoughts should not be limited to symptom reduction;
they should also address deeper developmental structures related to self-understanding, identity integration,
and ego development.

Ego development refers to the progressive organization of the self, through which individuals become
increasingly capable of understanding themselves, others, emotions, conflicts, values, and social expectations
in a more complex and integrated manner. Higher levels of ego development are associated with greater self-
awareness, reflective capacity, emotional regulation, interpersonal understanding, and flexibility in meaning-
making. Conversely, lower levels of ego development may be associated with impulsivity, rigid self-
evaluation, dependence on external validation, and difficulty tolerating ambiguity or psychological distress.
Theoretical and empirical literature has emphasized the close association between ego development and
identity formation, suggesting that adolescents with more advanced ego development are better able to
organize their experiences and construct more coherent self-narratives (Jespersen et al., 2013). Ego
development has also been linked to adaptive sense-making capacities and more sophisticated responses to
complex interpersonal and organizational situations (Gilbride et al., 2021). In adolescent populations, ego
development is especially important because this developmental period involves rapid changes in self-
definition, autonomy, peer relationships, and emotional self-regulation. Studies on gifted adolescents and
developmental characteristics have similarly indicated that ego development can be understood as a
meaningful index of psychological maturation and adaptive functioning (Bailey, 2011). Moreover, research
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has shown that ego development and object-relational representations may influence major life decisions and
psychological adaptation, highlighting the relevance of this construct in understanding how individuals process
emotionally significant experiences (Hosseini et al., 2024).

Cognitive processes play a central role in suicidal ideation. Adolescents who experience suicidal thoughts may
interpret  stressful events through cognitive distortions such as catastrophizing, overgeneralization,
dichotomous thinking, self-blame, and negative predictions about the future. These distortions can intensify
hopelessness and reduce the adolescent’s perceived capacity to cope with distress. Cognitive interventions are
therefore considered important in the prevention and treatment of suicidal thoughts because they target
dysfunctional beliefs and maladaptive interpretive patterns (Norouzi & Heydari, 2024). Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy (CBT) is one of the most widely used evidence-based interventions for suicidal ideation and deliberate
self-harm. A recent systematic review has demonstrated the efficacy of CBT in reducing suicidal ideation and
self-harming behaviors by modifying maladaptive cognitions, strengthening coping skills, and improving
problem-solving capacities (Jiao & Zhang, 2025). Brief CBT protocols have also been applied in suicide
prevention, including through telehealth formats, indicating the flexibility and clinical utility of this approach
in crisis-related conditions (Rojas et al., 2022). Furthermore, CBT has demonstrated positive effects on self-
esteem and emotional self-efficacy among female students, which are closely related to self-organization and
ego development (Rahimi et al., 2022). The adaptability of CBT for different populations has also been
emphasized, particularly when interventions are tailored to the needs of specific social and psychological
groups (Scheer et al., 2023).

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), as a third-wave behavioral intervention, offers another
theoretically relevant approach for adolescents with suicidal thoughts. Unlike approaches that focus primarily
on changing the content of thoughts, ACT aims to change the individual’s relationship with internal
experiences. Through acceptance, cognitive defusion, mindfulness, self-as-context, values clarification, and
committed action, ACT helps individuals observe painful thoughts and feelings without becoming fused with
them. This may be especially valuable for adolescents with suicidal ideation, who may experience negative
thoughts as defining truths about the self. Systematic reviews have suggested that ACT can be effective in
reducing suicidal behavior by increasing psychological flexibility and reducing experiential avoidance (Ortas-
Barajas & Garcia-Rubio, 2024). ACT-based interventions have also been shown to influence executive
functioning and suicide risk among individuals with depression, suggesting that this approach may improve
both emotional and cognitive mechanisms relevant to suicidal behavior (Jaramillo et al., 2024). Other recent
findings indicate that ACT may reduce perceived ostracism in suicidal patients, a factor closely related to
loneliness, social disconnection, and self-devaluation (Malestroit et al., 2025; Olié et al., 2025). In addition,
ACT has been found effective in reducing suicidal thoughts and improving distress tolerance in vulnerable
clinical groups (Sohrabnejad et al., 2025). Evidence also suggests that ACT can improve emotion regulation
among adolescents with nonsuicidal self-injury, supporting its relevance for adolescent self-harm-related
problems (Yuan et al., 2024). Accordingly, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Cognitive Behavioral Therapy on ego development in adolescent
girls with suicidal thoughts.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied in terms of purpose and quasi-experimental in terms of method. It used a pretest—
posttest design with two experimental groups and one control group. The statistical population consisted of all
female lower-secondary school students in Varamin during the 2023-2024 academic year who had suicidal
thoughts. Because the study focused on students with suicidal ideation, purposive sampling was used. After
administrative coordination with the Department of Education and selected schools, students who had been
identified by school personnel, particularly school psychologists, as having high-risk behaviors or suicidal
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thoughts were referred to the researcher. Initially, 54 students were introduced by the schools. The Beck Scale
for Suicide Ideation was administered to these students, and 48 students obtained scores above the cutoff point.
After individual diagnostic interviews, 45 students who met the inclusion criteria were selected as the final
sample. These participants were randomly assigned to three equal groups: the Cognitive Behavioral Therapy
group, the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy group, and the control group, with 15 participants in each
group.

The inclusion criteria consisted of having suicidal thoughts based on the Beck Scale for Suicide Ideation and
clinical interview, being 13 to 15 years old, having adequate physical health, not using substances or alcohol,
not having severe psychological disorders such as depression, bipolar disorder, impulse-control problems,
explosive anger, or personality disorder, not participating in concurrent psychological interventions or
interventions during the previous six months, providing written informed consent, completing the self-report
instruments, and having sufficient physical and psychological readiness to participate in the intervention
sessions. The exclusion criteria included lack of suicidal ideation based on clinical interview, use of psychiatric
medication at least two weeks before the intervention, receiving concurrent psychotherapy, having major
psychological disorders, suffering from chronic physical illnesses such as thyroid disease, diabetes, or cancer,
and missing more than three treatment sessions.

The data collection instruments included the Beck Scale for Suicide Ideation and Loevinger’s Ego
Development Test. The Beck Scale for Suicide Ideation was used to identify and screen students with suicidal
thoughts. Loevinger’s Ego Development Test was used to assess the main dependent variable, namely ego
development. The CBT protocol consisted of eight 90-minute sessions. The sessions included group
introduction, explanation of the cognitive-behavioral model, relaxation training, identification of thoughts,
emotions, and behaviors, recognition of dysfunctional thinking styles, cognitive restructuring, analysis of
behavioral chains, assertiveness training, stress management, problem-solving, muscular relaxation, self-
esteem enhancement, and homework assignments. The ACT protocol also consisted of eight 90-minute
sessions and included introduction to the treatment rationale, constructive hopelessness, cognitive defusion,
mindfulness, values clarification, self-as-context, committed action, experiential metaphors, breathing
exercises, and termination. The control group received no intervention during the study period but was placed
on a waiting list after completion of the research for ethical reasons.

Findings

The demographic findings showed that the mean and standard deviation of age were 13.20 + 0.862 in the
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy group, 13.20 +0.672 in the Cognitive Behavioral Therapy group, and
12.93 + 0.884 in the control group. One-way analysis of variance indicated no significant difference among
the three groups in terms of age, confirming their homogeneity. The distribution of students by grade level was
also similar across the groups. In the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy group, students were equally
distributed across seventh, eighth, and ninth grades. In the Cognitive Behavioral Therapy group, the largest
proportion of students was in eighth grade, and in the control group, the largest proportion was in seventh
grade. The chi-square test showed no significant difference among the groups in terms of grade level.

The descriptive findings showed that the mean ego development score in the Cognitive Behavioral Therapy
group increased from 31.67 +1.379 at pretest to 40.00 + 1.592 at posttest. In the Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy group, the mean ego development score increased from 30.80 + 1.096 at pretest to 43.73 £ 1.389 at
posttest. In the control group, the mean score changed from 31.67 £ 1.178 at pretest to 32.93 + 1.252 at posttest.
These descriptive results indicated that both experimental groups improved after the interventions, while the
control group showed only a slight change.

Before testing the main hypothesis, statistical assumptions were examined. The Shapiro—Wilk test showed that
the distribution of ego development scores was normal in all groups at both pretest and posttest. Levene’s test
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also indicated that the assumption of homogeneity of variance was met. Therefore, analysis of covariance was
used to compare the posttest scores of ego development among the three groups while controlling for pretest
scores. The results of analysis of covariance showed that the covariate effect of pretest ego development was
significant. More importantly, the group effect was also significant, indicating that the interventions had a
significant effect on posttest ego development scores after controlling for pretest differences. The effect size
was high, and the statistical power was adequate.

Bonferroni posthoc comparisons showed that the Cognitive Behavioral Therapy group had significantly higher
ego development scores than the control group. The Acceptance and Commitment Therapy group also had
significantly higher ego development scores than the control group. However, the difference between the
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy group and the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy group was not statistically
significant. These findings indicate that both interventions were effective in improving ego development
among adolescent girls with suicidal thoughts, but neither intervention demonstrated significant superiority
over the other.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of the present study indicated that both Cognitive Behavioral Therapy and Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy were effective in improving ego development among adolescent girls with suicidal
thoughts. The effectiveness of CBT may be explained by its focus on identifying and modifying negative
automatic thoughts, dysfunctional beliefs, and cognitive distortions. For adolescents with suicidal thoughts,
negative self-evaluations and rigid interpretations of distressing events may weaken self-coherence and impair
ego development. By teaching cognitive restructuring, problem-solving, assertiveness, stress management, and
relaxation skills, CBT may help adolescents develop a more realistic understanding of themselves and their
circumstances. This process can enhance self-awareness, emotional regulation, self-efficacy, and adaptive
functioning, all of which are closely related to ego development.

The effectiveness of ACT can be explained through its emphasis on acceptance, cognitive defusion,
mindfulness, values, and committed action. Adolescents with suicidal thoughts may become fused with painful
thoughts and may interpret these thoughts as fixed truths about themselves. ACT helps individuals observe
thoughts as mental events rather than absolute realities. This shift can reduce the dominance of suicidal
thoughts and create space for value-based behavior. In addition, the emphasis on self-as-context may help
adolescents experience the self as broader than distressing thoughts and emotions. This may contribute to a
more flexible, integrated, and developmentally mature sense of self.

The absence of a significant difference between CBT and ACT suggests that both interventions may influence
ego development through different but convergent mechanisms. CBT appears to improve ego development
mainly by modifying maladaptive thought content and strengthening behavioral coping skills, whereas ACT
appears to improve ego development by changing the adolescent’s relationship with internal experiences and
increasing psychological flexibility. Although the mechanisms differ, both approaches can enhance self-
reflection, emotional regulation, adaptive behavior, and meaning-oriented functioning. Therefore, both
interventions may be considered useful therapeutic options for adolescent girls with suicidal thoughts.
Overall, the findings support the use of structured psychological interventions in school-based and clinical
settings for adolescents experiencing suicidal thoughts. The results suggest that interventions targeting
cognition, emotion, self-awareness, and value-based action can contribute not only to symptom management
but also to deeper developmental improvement. Since ego development is related to identity organization,
psychological maturity, and adaptive functioning, strengthening this construct may have protective
implications for adolescents at risk. Accordingly, both Cognitive Behavioral Therapy and Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy can be considered effective interventions for improving ego development in adolescent
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girls with suicidal thoughts, and the choice between them may depend on clinical judgment, student
characteristics, therapist expertise, and institutional resources.
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