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Abstract

The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of mindfulness-integrated
cognitive behavioral therapy (MiCBT) on reducing psychological distress and
improving behavioral emotionregulationin individuals with thalassemia. This semi-
experimental applied study was conducted using a pre-test—post-test design with a
control group. The statistical populationincluded female thalassemiapatients referred
to Shahid Rajaei Hospital, Tonekabon, during the first half of 2025. Thirty
participants were purposefully selected and randomly assigned to experimental
(n=15) and control (n=15) groups. Instruments included the Kessler Psychological
Distress Scale (2003) and the Behavioral Emotion Regulation Questionnaire by
Kraaij and Garnefski (2019). Data were analyzed using multivariate (MANCOVA)
and univariate (ANCOVA) covariance analysis. Results indicated that the
experimental group showed a significant reduction in psychological distress
comparedto the control group (p<0.001). Moreover, significant improvements were
observed in emotion regulation strategies, including reduced withdrawal and
ignoring, and increased social support-seeking. Wilks” Lambda test confirmed
significant differences between the groups across dependent variables. The findings
suggest that MiCBT is an effective intervention for reducing psychological distress
and enhancing behavioral emotion regulation among individuals with thalassemia.
This approach can be considered a valuable complementary treatment alongside
medical care.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Thalassemia is a severe hereditary hemoglobinopathy characterized by impaired production of hemoglobin,
leading to chronic anemia and a wide range of physical and psychosocial complications (Ahmed et al., 2020;
Bajwa & Basit, 2023). Beyond its hematological manifestations, thalassemia imposes significant
psychological burden due to long-term medical treatments, frequent hospital visits, visible physical changes,
and stigmatization (Tarim & Oz, 2022; Wangi et al., 2025). Studies have reported high prevalence of
depression, anxiety, hopelessness, and social withdrawal among individuals with thalassemia, highlighting the
need for integrated psychosocial interventions (Sari et al., 2024; Wendt et al., 2023). Psychological distress,
as a multidimensional construct, encompasses negative affective states such as anxiety, depressive symptoms,
and perceived inability to cope with chronic stressors (Aslan et al., 2024). In thalassemia patients, persistent
distress can erode resilience, impair treatment adherence, and deteriorate social functioning (Bahadari et al.,
2023; Ghonchehpour et al., 2023).

Equally important is the concept of behavioral emotion regulation—the deliberate use of external, observable
behaviors to modulate emotional experiences and their expression (Tamir et al., 2020). Adaptive strategies
such as seeking social support and active confrontation foster emotional adjustment, whereas maladaptive
strategies like withdrawal and ignoring stressors exacerbate psychological difficulties (Keskiner et al., 2024;
Weiss et al., 2022). Prior research suggests that thalassemia patients tend to rely on maladaptive regulatory
patterns due to chronic pain, social stigma, and illness-related uncertainty (Asarnow et al., 2021; Silvers,
2022). These challenges call for psychological interventions capable of reducing distress and reshaping
maladaptive emotion regulation patterns (Omidvar et al., 2021; Sazgali Shah Khasse et al., 2022).
Mindfulness-integrated Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (MICBT) has emerged as a promising third-wave
psychotherapeutic approach (Kabat-Zinn, 2021; Williams & Penman, 2011). By combining cognitive
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restructuring and behavioral exposure techniques with mindfulness practices—cultivating non-judgmental
present-moment awareness and acceptance—MICBT offers a comprehensive framework for improving
psychological well-being (Glisenti et al., 2023; Sheikh Al-Islami & Mohammadi, 2022). Cognitive
interventions target dysfunctional beliefs and automatic negative thoughts, while mindfulness reduces
rumination, reactivity, and avoidance (Ahrari & Shahabi Zadeh, 2019; Paknia et al., 2018). This dual
mechanism enhances psychological flexibility (Aamari, 2020; Asnaani et al., 2020) and is particularly suited
to populations enduring chronic illness and emotional dysregulation (Ali Pourpicha et al., 2023; Ayubi et al.,
2020). Clinical trials have shown MICBT to significantly reduce anxiety, depression, and perceived stress in
patients with diabetes, migraine, and other chronic conditions (Sanabria-Mazo et al., 2023; Sukarno &
Bahtiar, 2022). Emerging evidence also indicates its utility in thalassemia, where mindfulness-based stress
reduction improved resilience and decreased rejection sensitivity (Ghonchehpour et al., 2023). However,
research explicitly examining the combined effect of MiCBT on psychological distress and behavioral emotion
regulation in thalassemia remains limited, particularly in Middle Eastern contexts.

This study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of MICBT on psychological distress and behavioral emotion
regulation among women with thalassemia. By integrating cognitive-behavioral techniques and mindfulness
training, we sought to determine whether this intervention could reduce maladaptive coping and foster adaptive
emotional strategies while alleviating chronic distress.

Methods and Materials

A semi-experimental design with pretest-posttest control group was employed. The study population
comprised women diagnosed with thalassemia major attending Shahid Rajaee Hospital in Tonekabon during
the first half of 2025. Thirty participants meeting inclusion criteria were selected through purposive sampling
and randomly assigned to an experimental group (n=15) and a control group (n=15). The experimental group
received six weekly sessions of MiCBT based on Kayoon et al.’s protocol, including progressive muscle
relaxation, breath and sensory mindfulness practices, and cognitive-behavioral exposure integrated with
acceptance training. The control group received routine medical care without additional psychological
intervention.

Data were collected using the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10) to assess distress levels and the
Behavioral Emotion Regulation Questionnaire by Kraaij and Garnefski to measure strategies such as active
confrontation, social support seeking, withdrawal, and ignoring. All participants completed pre- and post-
intervention assessments. Data analysis employed multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) and
univariate ANCOVA to test group differences while controlling for baseline scores.

Findings

Statistical analysis revealed significant multivariate differences between the experimental and control groups
after the intervention. Wilks’ Lambda was 0.246 with F=8.696 (p<0.001, 1n*=0.754), indicating a large overall
effect size. In the experimental group, mean psychological distress scores decreased markedly from pretest to
posttest, while no meaningful change occurred in the control group. Additionally, maladaptive behavioral
emotion regulation strategies, including withdrawal and ignoring, significantly declined in the intervention
group, whereas adaptive strategies improved. Specifically, participants reported greater use of social support
and engagement in constructive behavioral coping after completing MICBT sessions. These improvements
persisted even after controlling for pretest differences, confirming the robust impact of the intervention.
Descriptive analysis also demonstrated meaningful reductions in psychological distress (K10 scores dropped
from moderate-high to mild range) and parallel enhancements in behavioral flexibility and adaptive coping.
Effect size calculations confirmed clinically significant change beyond statistical significance, reinforcing the
intervention’s practical relevance.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The results provide compelling evidence that MICBT effectively reduces psychological distress and fosters
healthier behavioral emotion regulation patterns in women with thalassemia. Integrating mindfulness practices
with cognitive-behavioral restructuring appears to disrupt cycles of worry, avoidance, and hopelessness that
typically characterize chronic illness. These findings echo prior research reporting the efficacy of MiCBT and
related mindfulness-based therapies in alleviating distress across chronic conditions such as diabetes and
migraine (Ali Pourpicha et al., 2023; Ayubi et al., 2020; Sazgali Shah Khasse et al., 2022). Importantly, our
findings extend this evidence base to thalassemia, a population facing both physical and psychosocial
adversity.

From a theoretical perspective, the results align with cognitive-behavioral models positing that maladaptive
interpretations of iliness perpetuate anxiety and depression (Ahrari & Shahabi Zadeh, 2019; Paknia et al.,
2018). MICBT addresses these beliefs while simultaneously enhancing non-judgmental awareness, thus
increasing emotional tolerance and psychological flexibility (Aamari, 2020; Asnaani et al., 2020; Kabat-
Zinn, 2021). The observed reduction in withdrawal and ignoring behaviors further supports evidence that
avoidance-based regulation maintains distress, whereas acceptance and active coping promote adjustment
(Aslan et al., 2024; Keskiner et al., 2024; Weiss et al., 2022). By training participants to acknowledge rather
than suppress difficult emotions and to adopt supportive interpersonal strategies, MICBT helps reorient
behavioral responses toward adaptation.

Clinically, these findings underscore the importance of embedding psychological interventions like MICBT
into standard care for thalassemia patients. Traditional medical management alone often fails to address the
cumulative mental burden imposed by lifelong transfusions, complications, and social stigma (Tarm & Oz,
2022; Wangi et al., 2025). Providing structured group-based therapy not only mitigates distress but also
empowers patients with skills to maintain social connectedness and self-efficacy. Given adolescence and early
adulthood are critical periods for developing emotion regulation capacity (Hajal & Paley, 2020; Silvers,
2022), early psychological support may yield long-term resilience.

Moreover, the cultural adaptability of MICBT is reinforced by our results. Prior Iranian studies have
documented similar benefits in other chronic populations (Behzadpour et al., 2019; Irandoost et al., 2023;
Omidvar et al., 2021), suggesting that integrating mindfulness within culturally sensitive frameworks can
resonate with local patients. This adaptability facilitates broader implementation across healthcare settings and
patient support networks.

In conclusion, this study confirms that mindfulness-integrated cognitive behavioral therapy offers a powerful,
multidimensional approach to improving psychological well-being and adaptive emotion regulation in
thalassemia. By addressing both cognitive distortions and experiential avoidance, MICBT breaks the cycle of
chronic distress and equips patients with enduring coping skills. The findings advocate for its inclusion in
holistic care programs for thalassemia and potentially other chronic illnesses with similar psychosocial
burdens.
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