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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) in improving psychological flexibility, feelings of guilt, emotion
regulation,and communicationskillsamongsingle-parent junior high school students
in Shahinshahr. This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest
design with a control group. The statistical population consisted of 400 single -parent
junior high school students in Shahinshahr. Following administration of the Eysenck
Guilt Scale, 30 students who met the eligibility criteria were selected through
purposive sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups, with
15 participants in each group. The experimental group received eight 90-minute
weekly sessions of ACT, whereas the control group received no intervention. Data
were collected using the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory developed by Dennis and
Vander Wal, the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale developed by Gratz and
Roemer, the Eysenck Guilt Scale, and the Jerabek Communication Skills Test. Data
were analyzed using multivariate and univariate analyses of covariance in SPSS
version26. Multivariate analysis demonstrateda statistically significant overall group
effect on the combined dependent variables, with Wilks’ Lambda=0.11,
F(4,19)=36.72, p<0.001, and an effect size of 0.68. After controlling for pretest
scores, ACT also produced statistically significant effects on psychological
flexibility, feelings of guilt, emotionregulation,and communicationskills (p<0.001).
The corresponding effect sizes were 0.54, 0.34, 0.46, and 0.49, respectively,
indicating substantial intervention effects across the investigated psychological and
interpersonal outcomes. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy appears to be an
effective intervention for enhancing psychological flexibility and communication
skills while reducing feelings of guilt and difficulties in emotion regulation among
single-parent students. Accordingly, incorporating ACT-based interventions into
school counselingand psychological support programs may contribute to improved
psychological adjustment, emotional functioning, and interpersonal competence in
this wulnerable student population.

Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, psychological flexibility, guilt,
emotion regulation, communication skills, single-parent students.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The family constitutes the primary context for children’s emotional, psychological, and social development,
and its structural stability can substantially influence adolescents’ adjustment, interpersonal functioning, and
mental health. Changes in family structure caused by parental divorce, parental death, or other circumstances
leading to single-parent family arrangements may expose children and adolescents to additional psychological
demands at a developmental stage already characterized by considerable cognitive, emotional, and social
transitions. Parental divorce has been associated with changes in parent—child interaction, parental time
allocation, developmental activities, emotional security, and children’s adjustment (Caksen, 2022; Cano &
Gracia, 2022). Similarly, parental death during childhood can have consequences extending beyond the
immediate bereavement period and may influence later psychological health and interpersonal relationships
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(Li, 2025; van Heijningen et al., 2025). Junior high school students living in single-parent families may
therefore experience elevated vulnerability to emotional distress, social difficulties, academic adjustment
problems, and reduced psychological resources for coping with family-related stressors (Li & Chen, 2025;
Puga, 2024). Evidence also suggests that the developmental consequences of single-parent family structures
may differ according to whether single parenthood results from divorce, parental death, or other family
circumstances (Kroese et al., 2021).

Among the psychological capacities relevant to adaptation under such conditions, psychological flexibility is
particularly important. Psychological flexibility refers to the ability to remain in contact with present
experiences, accept difficult thoughts and emotions when necessary, and continue behaving in ways consistent
with personal values despite psychological discomfort. This capacity may be especially important for
adolescents facing family circumstances that cannot readily be changed. Psychological flexibility has been
associated with more adaptive parent—child relationships and with the way individuals respond to parenting
stress and family demands (Vega, 2024). Interventions that facilitate cognitive and psychological flexibility
may consequently provide adolescents with more adaptive ways of responding to distressing internal
experiences (Fazeli et al., 2014). Psychological flexibility has also been proposed as an important process
through which acceptance-based interventions can promote psychological adjustment (Miller-Mendes et al.,
2023).

Feelings of guilt represent another important psychological problem among children and adolescents
experiencing family disruption. In the context of divorce or parental loss, children may develop inaccurate
beliefs that they are somehow responsible for parental separation, family conflict, or the emotional suffering
of family members. When guilt becomes excessive and persistent, it may contribute to self-blame, rumination,
anxiety, and impaired psychological adjustment. Research on family guilt has emphasized its relevance within
the experience of divorce and post-divorce family relationships (Kalmijn, 2020), while studies of single-parent
families have demonstrated meaningful associations between parental guilt and psychological health (Kim et
al., 2023). Evidence that psychological interventions can reduce maladaptive guilt further suggests that this
emotional response is an appropriate target for intervention (Zargar et al., 2012).

Emotion regulation is likewise central to adolescents’ psychological functioning. Students living in single-
parent families may encounter sadness, anger, anxiety, fear of abandonment, uncertainty, and social stress,
making the capacity to identify, tolerate, and regulate emotional experiences particularly important.
Difficulties in emotion regulation can promote avoidance, suppression, impulsive behavior, and maladaptive
responses to interpersonal stress. Contemporary research has emphasized the importance of emotion regulation
in relational functioning and psychological adjustment (Faccini et al., 2024; White VanBoxel et al., 2024).
Acceptance- and mindfulness-based processes may improve emotion regulation by helping individuals observe
emotional experiences without immediate judgment or avoidance (Josefsson et al., 2019).

Communication skills constitute an additional domain of concern because changes in family structure may
disrupt interaction patterns between parents and children. Research on divorced families indicates that the
quality of family communication plays a meaningful role in children’s adjustment (James, 2018). Parents’
communication skills have also been associated with adolescents’ and young adults’ physiological and
psychological responses to divorce-related stress (Afifi et al.,, 2015). Furthermore, interpersonal
communication has been linked to resilience among adolescents affected by parental divorce (Jayanti &
Lestari, 2022), while constructive shared activities between divorced single parents and their children may
contribute to improved relationships and more positive attitudes (Kriel et al., 2016). Accordingly, interventions
capable of simultaneously addressing internal psychological processes and interpersonal behavior may be
particularly useful for single-parent students.
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Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), a third-wave behavioral intervention, seeks to enhance
psychological flexibility through acceptance, cognitive defusion, present-moment awareness, self-as-context,
values clarification, and committed action. Rather than attempting to eliminate unpleasant thoughts and
emotions, ACT teaches individuals to alter their relationship with such experiences and to continue value-
consistent behavior despite discomfort. Research has shown that changes in acceptance-related processes may
contribute to therapeutic improvement (Hoffmann et al., 2014). ACT has demonstrated effectiveness among
children and adolescents across a range of emotional and behavioral problems (Fang & Ding, 2020; Petersen
et al., 2021), and developmental and contextual adaptations have been emphasized when applying ACT to
adolescents (Petersen et al., 2024). More recent meta-analytic evidence also supports ACT for reducing
anxiety and depressive symptoms among adolescents (Lopez-Pinar et al., 2025), while systematic review
evidence indicates potential benefits for anger, irritability, and aggression in children, adolescents, and young
adults (Byrne & Cullen, 2024). Studies conducted with vulnerable children and adolescents have further
reported beneficial effects of ACT on separation anxiety, psychological well-being, resilience, social well-
being, family relationships, happiness, meaning-making, and academic hardiness (Ahmadvand & Ahmadi
Kohnali, 2017; Aslani & Azadeh, 2016; Bahraini & Sanagouye Moharrer, 2018; Derakhshan & Ghasemi
Niaei, 2024; Moradi & Zeinli, 2020; Zolghadri et al., 2024). Accordingly, the present study aimed to
determine the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on psychological flexibility, feelings of
guilt, emotion regulation, and communication skills among single-parent junior high school students in
Shahinshahr.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with an experimental group and a
control group. The statistical population consisted of all 400 single-parent junior high school students in
Shahinshahr. Initially, the Eysenck Guilt Scale was administered to eligible single-parent students, and those
obtaining a score of 18 or higher were considered for participation. Thirty students who met the inclusion
criteria were selected through purposive sampling and were then randomly assigned to an experimental group
and a control group, with 15 participants in each group. Eligibility criteria included willingness and informed
consent to participate, living with one parent, no remarriage of the parent, complete parental separation in cases
of divorce, and a guilt score of at least 18. Exclusion criteria included absence from more than one intervention
session, failure to complete the study questionnaires, use of psychiatric medication, or unwillingness to
continue participation. Before the study, participants were informed about the objectives, procedures,
confidentiality of information, and their right to withdraw at any time.

Data were collected using the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory developed by Dennis and Vander Wal, the
Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale developed by Gratz and Roemer, the Eysenck Guilt Scale, and the
Jerabek Communication Skills Test. The reliability coefficients obtained in the present study were 0.89 for the
total Cognitive Flexibility Inventory, 0.89 for the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale, 0.89 for the
Eysenck Guilt Scale, and 0.83 for the Communication Skills Test.

The experimental group received eight weekly 90-minute ACT sessions over two months, whereas the control
group received no intervention during the study period. The intervention included group introduction and
rapport building, awareness of psychological suffering, mindfulness and breathing exercises, differentiation
between judgment and direct experience, recognition of clean and unclean pain, acceptance of internal
experiences, psychological space exercises, values clarification, self-as-context, cognitive defusion, problem-
solving, and committed action toward personal values. The control group was given the opportunity to receive
appropriate guidance after completion of the study.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. The normality of the distributions was assessed using the
Kolmogorov—Smirnov test, homogeneity of variances was evaluated using Levene’s test, homogeneity of
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variance—covariance matrices was examined using Box’s test, and homogeneity of regression slopes was
assessed before covariance analysis. Multivariate analysis of covariance was subsequently used to test the
overall intervention effect, followed by univariate analyses of covariance for individual dependent variables.
Statistical significance was set at 0.05.

Findings

The study included 30 students, of whom 17 were girls (56.7%) and 13 were boys (43.3%). Eighteen
participants (60%) had experienced parental death, whereas 12 participants (40%) were from families affected
by parental divorce. Descriptive results showed substantial changes in the experimental group between pretest
and posttest. Mean psychological flexibility increased from 58.01+5.49 at pretest to 110.66+4.95 at posttest,
while communication skills increased from 85.73+2.78 to 136.73+3.39. Conversely, mean guilt decreased
from 21.80£1.89 to 11.00+1.51, and difficulties in emotion regulation decreased from 143.26+3.67 to
88.01+2.85. No comparable changes were observed in the control group.

The assumptions required for covariance analysis were satisfied. The Kolmogorov—Smirnov test indicated
normal distributions for the study variables. Levene’s tests were nonsignificant for psychological flexibility
(F=6.09, p=0.12), guilt (F=1.46, p=0.23), emotion regulation (F=3.004, p=0.19), and communication skills
(F=6.36, p=0.18), supporting homogeneity of variances. Box’s test was also nonsignificant (p=0.31),
indicating homogeneity of variance—covariance matrices. In addition, the group-by-pretest interaction was
nonsignificant for psychological flexibility (p=0.06), guilt (p=0.12), emotion regulation (p=0.96), and
communication skills (p=0.58), confirming the assumption of homogeneous regression slopes.

Multivariate analysis revealed a statistically significant overall effect of group membership on the combined
dependent variables. Wilks’ Lambda was 0.11, F(4,19)=36.72, p<0.001, with an effect size 0f0.68. Subsequent
univariate analyses demonstrated a significant intervention effect on psychological flexibility, F=676.51,
p<0.001, n?>=0.54; guilt, F=225.13, p<0.001, n*=0.34; emotion regulation, F=1088.83, p<0.001, n*>=0.46; and
communication skills, F=937.74, p<0.001, n?>=0.49. Thus, after controlling for pretest scores, ACT
significantly increased psychological flexibility and communication skills and reduced guilt and difficulties in
emotion regulation among single-parent students.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy produced significant improvements
across all four investigated psychological and interpersonal outcomes. The substantial increase in
psychological flexibility can be explained by the central therapeutic mechanisms of ACT. Through acceptance,
mindfulness, cognitive defusion, and self-as-context exercises, students were encouraged to observe
distressing thoughts and emotions without automatically attempting to suppress, avoid, or control them. For
adolescents dealing with parental divorce or loss, many distressing realities cannot be changed directly.
Learning to distinguish between the occurrence of an internal experience and the behavioral response to that
experience can therefore help students respond more adaptively to difficult family circumstances. Clarification
of personal values and committed action may further enable adolescents to organize their behavior according
to meaningful goals rather than temporary emotional discomfort.

The reduction in guilt may similarly be understood through changes in students’ relationships with self-critical
thoughts. Single-parent adolescents may develop exaggerated responsibility for parental conflict, separation,
death-related consequences, or emotional distress within the family. Cognitive defusion allows such thoughts
to be experienced as mental events rather than unquestionable facts. Acceptance may also reduce the struggle
against painful emotions, while self-as-context can help students separate their broader sense of identity from
negative narratives about family circumstances. These processes may reduce persistent self-blame and
maladaptive guilt.
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The observed improvement in emotion regulation suggests that ACT enabled participants to tolerate and
process difficult emotional experiences more effectively. Mindfulness practices can increase awareness of
emotional states and reduce impulsive reactions, while acceptance can decrease the tendency to suppress or
escape unpleasant feelings. When students become more capable of remaining in contact with sadness, anxiety,
anger, or fear without immediate avoidance, they may gain greater behavioral control and select more adaptive
responses. The large post-intervention reduction in difficulties in emotion regulation therefore appears
consistent with the experiential and acceptance-based nature of the intervention.

Finally, improvement in communication skills may have resulted indirectly from reduced experiential
avoidance and increased present-moment attention. Adolescents who are less dominated by fears of rejection,
self-critical thoughts, or intense emotional reactions may be better able to remain engaged during interpersonal
interactions, listen to others, express their needs, and respond more assertively. Values clarification may
additionally strengthen commitment to interpersonal values such as respect, intimacy, honesty, and
cooperation, thereby promoting more constructive patterns of communication.

Overall, the findings indicate that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy can be considered an effective
psychological intervention for single-parent junior high school students. By targeting psychological flexibility
and changing how adolescents relate to difficult thoughts and emotions, ACT appears capable of
simultaneously improving emotional, cognitive, and interpersonal functioning. The intervention increased
psychological flexibility and communication skills while reducing feelings of guilt and difficulties in emotion
regulation. These findings supportthe potential integration of developmentally appropriate ACT programs into
school counseling and psychological support services for students experiencing parental divorce, parental
death, or other forms of single-parent family structure.
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