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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Emotion-
Focused Therapy (EFT) and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) on perceived social
rejection, social acceptance, and emotion regulation among divorced women in Tehran.

Methodology: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and a two-
month follow-up, including two experimental groups and one control group. The statistical
population consisted of divorced women attending counseling centers in Tehran. A total of 60
participants were selected using convenience sampling and randomly assigned to EFT, ACT, and
control groups. Interventions were conducted in 10 weekly group sessions lasting 90 minutes each.
Data were collected using standardized questionnaires of perceived social rejection, social
acceptance, and emotion regulation at three time points and analyzed using repeated-measures
multivariate analysis of variance in SPSS-23.

Findings: The results revealed significant effects of time, group, and time x group interaction on
the study variables (p < 0.001). Both interventions significantly reduced perceived social rejection
and increased social acceptance and emotion regulation compared to the control group, with effects
maintained at follow-up. EFT was more effective than ACT in reducing perceived social rejection
and enhancing social acceptance, whereas ACT demonstrated greater effectiveness in improving
emotion regulation.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that both EFT and ACT are effective and sustainable
interventions for improving psychological outcomes in divorced women; however, differences in
their effectiveness patterns highlight the importance of selecting therapeutic approaches based on
the predominant psychological difficulties of clients.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Divorce is widely recognized as one of the most
stressful life events, exerting profound and
multidimensional effects on individuals’
psychological, emotional, and social functioning.
Empirical evidence indicates that divorce is associated
with increased risks of depression, anxiety, loneliness,
and reduced psychological well-being, particularly
among women (Amato, 2020). Gender-based
differences in post-divorce adjustment suggest that
women are more vulnerable to adverse psychological
outcomes due to the convergence of economic
pressures, caregiving responsibilities, and
sociocultural expectations (Leopold, 2021). In many
cultural contexts, including Iran, divorce is
accompanied by social stigma, which exacerbates
perceived social rejection and reduces opportunities
for social integration (Amini et al., 2022). Furthermore,
instability in post-divorce life conditions has been
shown to intensify emotional distress and maladaptive
coping patterns (Brons & Poortman, 2026).

One of the most salient psychological consequences
of divorce is perceived social rejection, defined as an
individual’s subjective experience of being excluded,
ignored, or devalued by others. This construct is
closely linked to the fundamental human need for
belongingness and has been associated with a range of
maladaptive  outcomes, including  heightened
emotional distress and impaired interpersonal
functioning (Riva & Eck, 2021). Research demonstrates
that sensitivity to social rejection plays a critical role
in the development and maintenance of depression
and anxiety symptoms (Heeren et al., 2020). In parallel,
social acceptance—conceptualized as the perception
of being valued and included within social
networks—serves as a protective factor that promotes
psychological resilience and well-being (Chang et al.,
2025). Lower levels of perceived social acceptance
following divorce can hinder identity reconstruction
and social reintegration (Williams et al., 2022).

Emotion regulation constitutes another key domain
implicated in post-divorce adjustment. It refers to the
processes through which individuals monitor,
evaluate, and modify their emotional responses (Gross,
2021). Difficulties in emotion regulation are
associated with a broad spectrum of psychopathology,
including mood and anxiety disorders (Aldao et al.,
2021). Evidence  suggests that individuals
experiencing interpersonal loss, such as divorce, often
exhibit significant impairments in emotion regulation

capacities, which in turn contribute to persistent
emotional distress (Sloan et al., 2024). The interplay
among perceived social rejection, social acceptance,
and emotion regulation highlights the need for
comprehensive  interventions  targeting  these
interconnected domains.

In recent decades, third-wave behavioral therapies and
emotion-focused approaches have gained prominence
as effective interventions for addressing complex
emotional and interpersonal difficulties. Emotion-
Focused Therapy (EFT) is grounded in the premise
that emotions are central to human functioning and
that maladaptive emotional responses arise from
unresolved or poorly processed emotional experiences
(Greenberg, 2021). EFT emphasizes the transformation
of maladaptive emotions through experiential
processing and the activation of adaptive emotional
responses, drawing heavily on attachment theory
(Johnson, 2020). Empirical studies and meta-analyses
have confirmed the effectiveness of EFT in reducing
emotional distress and improving interpersonal
functioning (Beasley & Ager, 2021; Greenberg & Watson,
2022; Wiebe et al., 2023).

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), on the
other hand, is a contextual behavioral approach that
focuses on enhancing psychological flexibility—the
ability to remain in contact with the present moment
and act in accordance with personal values despite the
presence of distressing thoughts and emotions (Hayes
et al, 2020). ACT promotes processes such as
acceptance, cognitive defusion, and committed action,
aiming to alter the individual’s relationship with
internal experiences rather than their content (Hayes et
al., 2012, 2016). Research has demonstrated that ACT
is effective in improving emotion regulation and
reducing psychological distress across various
populations (Twohig & Levin, 2021; Zhang et al., 2022).
Moreover, psychological flexibility has been
identified as a transdiagnostic mechanism underlying
improvements in mental health outcomes (Levin et al.,
2023).

Despite the growing body of literature supporting the
efficacy of EFT and ACT, comparative studies
examining their relative effectiveness on specific
psychological outcomes remain limited, particularly
in culturally specific populations such as divorced
women in Iran. Additionally, few studies have
simultaneously  investigated  perceived  social
rejection, social acceptance, and emotion regulation,
despite their conceptual interdependence. Addressing
these gaps is essential for advancing both theoretical
understanding and clinical practice. Therefore, the




present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of
Emotion-Focused Therapy and Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy on perceived social rejection,
social acceptance, and emotion regulation among
divorced women in Tehran.

Methodology

The present study employed a quasi-experimental
design with pretest, posttest, and a two-month follow-
up, including two experimental groups and one
control group. The statistical population consisted of
divorced women attending counseling centers and
psychotherapy clinics in Tehran. Using convenience
sampling and statistical power analysis, 60
participants were selected and randomly assigned to
three groups: Emotion-Focused Therapy, Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy, and a control group, with
20 participants in each group.

Both interventions were conducted in a group format
over ten weekly sessions, each lasting approximately
90 minutes. The EFT intervention focused on
enhancing  emotional  awareness,  processing
maladaptive emotional experiences, and transforming
emotional responses. The ACT intervention
emphasized acceptance of internal experiences,
cognitive defusion, mindfulness, and value-based
action. The control group did not receive any
structured psychological intervention during the study
period.

Data were collected using standardized self-report
measures assessing perceived social rejection, social
acceptance, and emotion regulation at three time
points: pretest, posttest, and follow-up. Data analysis
was conducted using descriptive statistics and
repeated-measures multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) in SPSS-23.

Findings

The results of repeated-measures multivariate analysis
of variance revealed significant main effects of time
and group, as well as a significant interaction effect of
time x group on the combined dependent variables.
These findings indicate that changes in perceived
social rejection, social acceptance, and emotion
regulation over time differed significantly across the
three groups.

Univariate analyses demonstrated that both EFT and
ACT significantly reduced perceived social rejection
compared to the control group from pretest to posttest,
and these improvements were maintained at follow-
up. However, the reduction in perceived social
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rejection was significantly greater in the EFT group
than in the ACT group.

Similarly, both intervention groups showed
significant increases in social acceptance compared to
the control group. The EFT group exhibited a
significantly — greater —improvement in  social
acceptance than the ACT group, indicating a stronger
effect of EFT on interpersonal and social functioning.

In terms of emotion regulation, both EFT and ACT
led to significant improvements compared to the
control group. However, the ACT group demonstrated
significantly greater gains in emotion regulation than
the EFT group. These improvements were sustained
at the two-month follow-up, suggesting the durability
of treatment effects.

Effect size analyses indicated that the magnitude of
the intervention effects was large across all three
outcome variables, highlighting the practical
significance of the findings.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study provide compelling
evidence for the effectiveness of both Emotion-
Focused Therapy and Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy in improving key psychological outcomes
among divorced women. The observed reductions in
perceived social rejection and increases in social
acceptance and emotion regulation underscore the
potential of these therapeutic approaches to address
the multifaceted challenges associated with post-
divorce adjustment.

The differential patterns of effectiveness observed
between EFT and ACT can be understood in light of
their distinct theoretical foundations and mechanisms
of change. EFT’s emphasis on emotional processing
and attachment-related experiences appears to make it
particularly well-suited for addressing interpersonal
difficulties and feelings of social disconnection. By
facilitating the transformation of maladaptive
emotional responses and fostering a sense of
emotional security, EFT may directly influence
individuals’ perceptions of social inclusion and
acceptance.

In contrast, ACT’s focus on psychological flexibility
and acceptance processes provides individuals with
tools to manage distressing internal experiences more
effectively. By reducing experiential avoidance and
promoting adaptive engagement with emotions, ACT
enhances individuals’ capacity for emotion regulation.
This may explain its superior performance in




improving emotion regulation outcomes in the present
study.

The sustained effects observed at follow-up suggest
that both interventions not only produce immediate
benefits but also facilitate enduring psychological
changes. This durability is particularly important in
the context of divorce, where long-term adjustment
challenges are common. The findings also highlight
the importance of tailoring therapeutic interventions
to the specific needs of clients. For individuals
experiencing pronounced interpersonal difficulties
and feelings of rejection, EFT may be the more
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appropriate intervention, whereas ACT may be
preferable for those struggling with emotional
dysregulation and experiential avoidance.

Overall, the study contributes to the growing body of
literature on evidence-based psychotherapeutic
interventions and underscores the value of integrating
emotion-focused and acceptance-based approaches in
clinical practice. By addressing both emotional and
cognitive-behavioral processes, these therapies offer
complementary pathways for promoting
psychological well-being and resilience among
vulnerable populations such as divorced women.
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