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Abstract

The use of psychological therapies for individuals with irritable bowel syndrome can
enhance their capabilities. Accordingly, the present study was conducted with the aim
of comparing the effectiveness of emotional efficacy therapy and suffering
management therapy on self-control and meaning in life in patients with irritable
bowel syndrome. This research employed a quasi-experimental design with three
stages: pre-test, post-test, and follow-up, along with a control group. The statistical
population included all patients with irritable bowel syndrome who referred to
gastroenterology clinics in Isfahan during the winter of 2025. From this population,
60 patients were purposefully selected and assigned to three groups (20 participants
per group). The Self-Control Scale (Tangney et al., 2004) and the Meaning in Life
Questionnaire (Steger et al., 2006) were used to measure the dependent variables. The
two intervention groups each underwent 8 treatment sessions lasting 75 to 95 minutes,
while the control group did not receive any treatment. Data were analyzed using
repeated measures ANOVA and the Bonferroni post hoc test via SPSS version 26.
The results indicated that for both self-control and meaning in life, there was a
significant difference between the emotional efficacy therapy and suffering
management therapy groups compared to the control group (p <.05). However, there
was no significant difference between the two therapies themselves (p > .05). This
means that the effectiveness of emotional efficacy therapy and suffering management
therapy in improving self-control and meaning in life was equal. Considering the
equal effectiveness of both therapies on self-control and meaning in life in patients
with irritable bowel syndrome, it is possible to use these therapies alongside medical
treatments for these patients.
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Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) is a chronic and multifaceted disorder of the gastrointestinal system,
characterized not only by abdominal pain and irregular bowel patterns but also by complex biopsychosocial
interactions that exacerbate patient suffering (van Tilburg et al., 2013). Recent evidence emphasizes that
psychological burden and lived experience in IBS patients often play a more decisive role in quality of life
than the severity of gastrointestinal symptoms (Dent et al., 2025; Snijkers et al., 2024). This aligns with the
biopsychosocial model of IBS, where psychological processes such as maladaptive cognitions, emotional
dysregulation, and illness perceptions interact with physiological systems (Nasiri-Dehsorkhi et al., 2022).
Accordingly, psychological and behavioral interventions have gained prominence as viable treatments
alongside dietary and pharmacological approaches (Fernandes et al., 2024; Sweeney et al., 2025).

Dietary strategies such as low-FODMAP regimens have been confirmed effective in symptom management
(Cuffe et al., 2025), while novel pharmacological directions such as glucagon-like peptide-1 receptor agonists
are emerging (Mostafa & Alrasheed, 2025). However, interdisciplinary approaches that incorporate lifestyle
modification, stress reduction, and psychological therapies provide more comprehensive benefits (Li et al.,
2024; Nelkowska, 2020). In particular, self-management interventions have been shown to produce long-
lasting behavioral improvements, which are crucial given the chronic and relapsing nature of IBS (Cong et al.,
2018; Zia et al., 2016).

Within this framework, two psychological resources—self-control and meaning in life—are especially
significant. Self-control, the ability to regulate impulses, emotions, and behaviors, has been associated with
superior adaptation and health outcomes (Finch et al., 2023). Studies demonstrate that higher levels of self-
control improve functioning under conditions such as working from home (Baumann et al., 2023) and
mitigate the negative consequences of traumatic events in older age (Choung & Pak, 2023). In IBS
specifically, locus of control and active self-management have been linked with more favorable psychosomatic
profiles (Prospero et al., 2025).

On the other hand, meaning in life serves as a salutogenic resource that supports both psychological and
physical health (Czekierda et al., 2017; Haugan & Dezutter, 2021). Conceptual models suggest that meaning
salience activates health-promoting mechanisms (Hooker et al., 2018). Empirical studies highlight its positive
association with well-being among parents of special needs children (Bekenkamp et al., 2014) and its role in
mediating depression and anxiety in elderly populations (Yousefi Afrashteh et al., 2024). Cross-cultural
research has further shown that sources of purpose can predict happiness and psychological richness (Mask et
al., 2025). Importantly, validated tools such as the Persian Self-Control Questionnaire (Azadmanesh et al.,
2020) and the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (Mesrabadi et al., 2013) provide reliable measures for assessing
these constructs in Iranian populations.

Among the psychological therapies, Emotion Efficacy Therapy (EET) has been conceptualized as a
transdiagnostic treatment integrating exposure, acceptance, and valued action, drawing from dialectical
behavior therapy and acceptance and commitment therapy (McKay & West, 2016). Evidence supports EET’s
effectiveness in reducing cognitive distortions and enhancing distress tolerance (Ebrahimi et al., 2021),
improving coping self-efficacy (Hayati et al., 2024), fostering self-control and intimacy (Niknezhadi et al.,
2023), and strengthening psychological adjustment in cancer patients (Mazloom, 2023). Comparative
research also indicates its efficacy relative to integrated transdiagnostic treatments (Rastegar et al., 2025),
while emotion-focused therapies more broadly demonstrate benefits for emotion regulation and resilience
(Doshmanfana et al., 2025).

An alternative yet complementary approach is suffering management training, a need-based intervention
designed to address cognitive, emotional, existential, and social aspects of patient suffering (Khaki et al.,
2025). This method resonates with the existential and meaning-focused literature showing that optimism,
coping strategies, and perceived meaning predict well-being (Hamzehpour Haghighi & Asadi Majareh,
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2019). Given that satisfaction with life in IBS is shaped more by psychological burden than by symptom
severity (Snijkers et al., 2024), targeting meaning and self-control through such interventions could be
particularly beneficial.

Therefore, the present study sought to compare the effectiveness of Emotion Efficacy Therapy and Suffering
Management Training on self-control and meaning in life among patients with IBS. By situating both
interventions within the broader biopsychosocial model of IBS, this study contributes to ongoing efforts to
design integrative treatment protocols that move beyond symptom control to patient empowerment.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and follow-up assessments, along
with a control group. The statistical population consisted of patients diagnosed with IBS attending
gastroenterology clinics in Isfahan during the winter of 2025. From this group, 60 patients were selected
purposively and randomly assigned into three groups of 20 participants each: Emotion Efficacy Therapy,
Suffering Management Training, and Control.

Data were collected using the Self-Control Questionnaire (Tangney et al., 2004, validated in Persian by
Azadmanesh et al., 2020) and the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (Steger et al., 2006, validated by Mesrabadi
et al., 2013). The two treatment groups participated in eight sessions of 75-95 minutes each, while the control
group received no psychological intervention. Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and
Bonferroni post-hoc tests in SPSS version 26.

Findings

The analysis revealed significant differences between both intervention groups and the control group on
measures of self-control and meaning in life (p < .05). Participants receiving either Emotion Efficacy Therapy
or Suffering Management Training demonstrated higher post-test and follow-up scores compared to the control
group. However, no statistically significant differences were found between the two intervention groups
themselves (p > .05). These findings indicate that both approaches were equally effective in enhancing self-
control and meaning in life in IBS patients.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirm the utility of psychological interventions in IBS management, consistent with the
biopsychosocial model (van Tilburg et al., 2013). The equal effectiveness of Emotion Efficacy Therapy and
Suffering Management Training highlights the possibility that both share overlapping mechanisms of action—
enhancing emotion regulation, fostering acceptance, promoting cognitive restructuring, and reinforcing value-
based action. These mechanisms align with previous studies demonstrating the positive effects of self-
management interventions (Cong et al., 2018; Zia et al., 2016) and stress reduction therapies (Fernandes et
al., 2024).

The improvement in self-control resonates with prior research indicating that self-control is a trainable skill
with far-reaching implications for performance and well-being (Baumann et al., 2023; Finch et al., 2023).
Moreover, the observed increases in meaning in life confirm earlier findings on the health-protective role of
meaning (Czekierda et al., 2017; Haugan & Dezutter, 2021) and the predictive power of purpose for
psychological richness (Mask et al., 2025). By enhancing both constructs simultaneously, these interventions
provide a robust platform for empowering IBS patients to cope with chronic symptoms.

The lack of significant differences between the two therapies may also be interpreted through the lens of
overlapping therapeutic components. As Zareie Faskhudi et al. (Zareie Faskhudi et al.) observed, emotion-
focused and transdiagnostic therapies often converge on shared processes of emotion regulation. Similarly, in
IBS care, diverse interventions often yield parallel outcomes, especially when psychological burden is the
central target (Snijkers et al., 2024; Sulaimi et al., 2025). Therefore, both interventions may be considered
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clinically viable, and the choice between them can be guided by patient preference, cultural context, or resource
availability.

From a practical perspective, integrating such interventions into routine gastroenterological care could enhance
treatment outcomes. As demonstrated in recent interdisciplinary approaches (Li et al., 2024; Nelkowska,
2020), combining medical, dietary, and psychological strategies holds the greatest promise. Psychological
empowerment through self-control and meaning may not directly reduce gastrointestinal symptoms, but it
strengthens resilience, coping, and life satisfaction, ultimately improving long-term disease management.

In conclusion, this study provides evidence that both Emotion Efficacy Therapy and Suffering Management
Training are equally effective in enhancing self-control and meaning in life among IBS patients. These findings
underscore the importance of incorporating psychological therapies into comprehensive treatment protocols
for IBS. By addressing the emotional and existential dimensions of patient experience, such interventions move
beyond symptom relief and contribute to holistic well-being.
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