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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Obsessive—compulsive disorder is frequently accompanied by generalized
anxiety, dysfunctional metacognitive beliefs, impaired emotional self-regulation, and cognitive
distortions, which may intensify and perpetuate its symptoms. This study aimed to compare the
effectiveness of mindfulness-based exposure therapy and reality therapy in improving these
variables among men with obsessive—compulsive disorder.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control
group. The statistical population consisted of men with obsessive—compulsive disorder referred to
Quds Treatment Center in Sanandaj, Iran. Sixty eligible participants were selected through
purposive sampling and randomly assigned to mindfulness-based exposure therapy, reality therapy,
and control groups, with 20 participants in each group. The experimental groups received nine
weekly 90-minute intervention sessions, whereas the control group received no intervention. Data
were collected using the Generalized Anxiety Disorder Questionnaire, Metacognitions
Questionnaire, Emotional Self-Regulation Questionnaire, and Cognitive Distortions Questionnaire.
Multivariate analysis of covariance and Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons were conducted
using SPSS version 23.

Findings: Wilks’ lambda indicated a significant overall difference among the groups after
controlling for pretest scores (F=29.563, p<0.001, 1?=0.703). Significant group effects were
observed for generalized anxiety (F=43.847, 1*=0.623), metacognitive beliefs (F=19.915,
1n?=0.429), emotional self-regulation (F=51.877, 1*=0.662), and cognitive distortions (F=22.042,
1n?=0.454; all p<0.001). Both interventions significantly improved all outcomes compared with the
control condition. Mindfulness-based exposure therapy was more effective than reality therapy in
reducing generalized anxiety and dysfunctional metacognitive beliefs, whereas reality therapy
produced greater improvement in emotional self-regulation. No statistically significant difference
was found between the two interventions in reducing cognitive distortions (p=0.142).

Conclusion: Mindfulness-based exposure therapy and reality therapy are both effective
interventions for improving cognitive and emotional difficulties associated with obsessive—
compulsive disorder. Treatment selection should be based on patients’ predominant symptoms and
individual therapeutic needs.

Keywords: Mindfulness-based exposure therapy, reality therapy, obsessive—compulsive disorder,
generalized anxiety, metacognitive beliefs, emotional self-regulation, cognitive distortions.

Oeme]

Copyright: © 2025 by the authors. Published under the terms and conditions of Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://orcid.org/0009-0006-9065-3401
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1884-2092
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2723-3077
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5889-2756
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

(OCoR 9 55y it 58) oo Slosdubly 9 (AETRD 3 (Jiuo dgxlg0 Ulod (ides T duglio

Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Obsessive—compulsive disorder is a chronic and
disabling psychiatric condition characterized by
recurrent intrusive thoughts, images, or impulses and
repetitive behaviors or mental acts performed to
reduce distress or prevent feared consequences. These
symptoms are often time-consuming and can
significantly impair occupational, interpersonal, and
social functioning (American  Psychiatric, 2022).
Contemporary evidence suggests that obsessive—
compulsive disorder is a heterogeneous condition
shaped by interacting biological, cognitive, emotional,
and behavioral mechanisms. Neurobiological studies
have identified alterations in molecular systems and
neural pathways involved in cognitive control, threat
processing, and behavioral inhibition, supporting the
complex and multifactorial nature of the disorder
(Bellia et al., 2024; Masjoodi et al., 2024). The clinical
burden of obsessive—compulsive disorder is further
intensified by its frequent co-occurrence with other
psychiatric conditions, which may contribute to
greater symptom severity, poorer functioning, and
more complicated treatment courses (De Prisco et al.,
2024; Klenfeldt et al., 2024).

Generalized anxiety is one of the clinically relevant
problems that may accompany obsessive—compulsive
symptoms. It is characterized by persistent, excessive,
and difficult-to-control worry across multiple areas of
life and is commonly associated with restlessness,
irritability, ~ concentration  difficulties,  sleep
disturbance, and somatic tension (American Psychiatric,
2022). Obsessive—compulsive  disorder  and
generalized anxiety share several cognitive
vulnerabilities, including intolerance of uncertainty,
heightened threat appraisal, repetitive thinking, and
attempts to control unwanted mental events. Research
comparing obsessive—compulsive symptoms across
these diagnostic groups has demonstrated meaningful
overlap in worry, checking, and intrusive cognitive
experiences (Citkowska-Kisielewska et al., 2020). In
individuals with obsessive—compulsive disorder,
generalized anxiety may amplify the perceived danger
of intrusive thoughts and increase reliance on
compulsive behaviors as attempts to regain certainty
and emotional control. Anxiety, cognitive bias, and
limited resilience have also been identified as
important predictors of broader psychological distress
(Mohammadpanah Ardakan & Shams Esfandabad, 2020).

Metacognitive beliefs represent another central
mechanism in obsessive—compulsive disorder. These

beliefs concern the  meaning, importance,
controllability, and consequences of thoughts. Patients
may believe that intrusive thoughts are dangerous,
morally significant, uncontrollable, or likely to cause
real events. Such interpretations increase distress and
promote suppression, neutralization, checking, and
other  compulsive  responses. Dysfunctional
metacognition has been linked with impaired
occupational functioning among patients with
obsessive—compulsive disorder (Yalim et al., 2024). It is
also associated with emotion-regulation difficulties,
psychiatric symptom severity, and clinically adverse
outcomes (inaltekin & Yagci, 2024). Evidence from
other anxiety-related conditions similarly indicates
that metacognitive beliefs may mediate the effects of
adverse experiences and insecure psychological
patterns on anxiety symptoms (Naderi et al., 2023).
Therefore, modifying patients’ beliefs about the
necessity of controlling thoughts may be crucial for
reducing obsessive—compulsive distress.

Emotional self-regulation is also highly relevant to the

persistence of obsessive—compulsive symptoms.
Patients  with  obsessive—compulsive  disorder
frequently experience intense negative affect,

difficulty accepting emotional experiences, limited
access to adaptive regulation strategies, and rigid
attempts to reduce distress. Ecological momentary
assessment findings indicate that these patients show
significant emotion-regulation difficulties in everyday
life (Bischof et al., 2024). Emotion dysregulation has
also been associated with cognitive distortions and the
severity of obsessive—compulsive symptoms (Hosseini
& Soleimani, 2021). More broadly, emotion regulation
functions as a transdiagnostic mechanism across
mental-health and developmental conditions (Restoy et
al., 2024; Saez-Suanes et al.,, 2023). Strengthening
emotional self-regulation may therefore enable
patients to tolerate anxiety and intrusive thoughts
without resorting to compulsive or avoidant
responses.

Cognitive distortions are systematic errors in
interpreting internal and external events. All-or-
nothing thinking, catastrophizing, overgeneralization,
emotional reasoning, personalization, and selective
attention to threat are among the distortions that can
contribute to psychological disorders (Marszalek et al.,
2023). In obsessive—compulsive disorder, such
distortions may lead patients to overestimate danger,
assume excessive responsibility, demand absolute
certainty, and interpret unwanted thoughts as evidence
of risk. Cognitive distortions can consequently
intensify  anxiety, emotion dysregulation, and
compulsive behavior (Hosseini & Soleimani, 2021).




Interventions that help patients observe thoughts more
flexibly or evaluate them against current reality may

reduce the influence of these maladaptive
interpretations.
Mindfulness-based exposure therapy combines

exposure to distressing internal or external stimuli
with present-moment awareness, acceptance, and
nonjudgmental observation. Rather than suppressing
or neutralizing intrusive thoughts, patients learn to
experience them without immediate behavioral
responses. Mindfulness-based interventions have
demonstrated effectiveness in reducing generalized
anxiety symptoms (Jiang et al., 2022; Zainal & Newman,
2024), improving emotional self-regulation (Abdi &
Esmailzadeh, 2022; Izhar et al., 2022), and modifying
irrational beliefs and psychological distortions
(Haroun Rashidi & Zakizadeh, 2022; Valizadeh & Parandin,
2022). Mindful metacognition may weaken beliefs
concerning the danger and uncontrollability of
thoughts by increasing cognitive distance and
acceptance (Wunder & Jones, 2023). Recent evidence
has further supported the role of mindfulness in
improving emotion regulation and reducing
dysregulation across mental-health  conditions
(Easdale-Cheele et al., 2026; Esmaili Esfandani et al.,
2026). Mindfulness, self-compassion, and emotion
regulation have also been associated with multiple
aspects of quality of life (wild et al., 2025). The
integration of mindfulness with exposure and
response prevention may be particularly useful for
helping patients tolerate obsessive distress without
engaging in compulsions (Sheikh, 2025).

Reality therapy, in contrast, is grounded in choice
theory and emphasizes personal responsibility,
present behavior, fulfillment of basic needs,
behavioral evaluation, and practical planning. It
encourages individuals to distinguish controllable
actions from uncontrollable events and to replace
ineffective behavioral choices with more adaptive
alternatives. Reality therapy has been found to reduce
anxiety and psychological distress (Asli-Azad et al.,
2021) and improve psychological symptoms in
different populations (Giv et al., 2024). It may also
strengthen emotional self-regulation by teaching
individuals to evaluate the consequences of their
choices, manage reactions, and construct achievable
action plans (Nasiri et al., 2022; Shoviji, 2020).
Improvements in self-regulation following reality-
therapy interventions have also been reported
(Motahari-Nasab et al., 2020). Given the differing
mechanisms of mindfulness-based exposure and
reality therapy, their comparative effects on anxiety,
metacognition, emotional  self-regulation, and
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cognitive distortions require empirical examination.
Accordingly, this study aimed to compare the
effectiveness of mindfulness-based exposure therapy
and reality therapy on generalized anxiety,
metacognitive beliefs, emotional self-regulation, and
cognitive distortions in  men with obsessive—
compulsive disorder.

Methodology

This quasi-experimental study used a pretest—posttest
design with two experimental groups and one control
group. The statistical population consisted of men
diagnosed with obsessive—compulsive disorder who
attended the Quds Treatment Center in Sanandaj.
During a three-month screening period, 157 patients,
including 80 women and 77 men, were clinically
evaluated by a psychiatrist. Obsessive—compulsive
disorder was diagnosed through a clinical interview
and confirmation of the diagnostic criteria of the fifth
edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders. Sixty eligible men were selected
through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to
a mindfulness-based exposure therapy group, a
reality-therapy group, and a control group, with 20
participants in each group. Eligibility required a
confirmed diagnosis of  obsessive—compulsive
disorder, the ability to participate in group sessions,
and written informed consent. Individuals receiving
concurrent  pharmacological ~or  psychological
treatment or presenting with severe chronic
psychiatric disorders, including psychotic disorders,
were excluded.

The Generalized Anxiety Disorder Questionnaire was
used to assess generalized anxiety symptoms. It
contained seven items rated from zero to three,
producing a total score ranging from zero to 21. The
Metacognitions Questionnaire consisted of 30 items
and assessed positive beliefs about worry,
uncontrollability and danger, cognitive confidence,
the need to control thoughts, and cognitive self-
consciousness.  Emotional  self-regulation  was
measured using the 20-item Hofmann and Kashdan
questionnaire, which included the dimensions of
adjustment, concealment, and tolerance. Cognitive
distortions were assessed with the 20-item Albert Ellis
Cognitive Distortions Questionnaire, covering ten
forms of distorted thinking. The internal-consistency
coefficients obtained in the present study were 0.821
for generalized anxiety, 0.765 for total metacognitive
beliefs, 0.811 for emotional self-regulation, and 0.827
for cognitive distortions.

Both experimental interventions consisted of nine
weekly 90-minute group sessions. Mindfulness-based
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exposure therapy included automatic-pilot awareness,
mindful eating, body-scan meditation, mindful
breathing, awareness of thoughts and emotions,
differentiation between thoughts and facts, present-
moment attention, acceptance, sitting meditation,
cognitive distancing, identification of alternative
perspectives, self-care, constructive problem solving,
recognition of cognitive distortions, clarification of
personal values, and planning for future application.
Reality therapy included group orientation,
therapeutic engagement, choice theory, basic human
needs, identification of strengths and weaknesses,
active listening, total behavior, internal and external
control, evaluation of choices, principles of choice
theory, the WDEP process, differentiation between
destructive and constructive behaviors, behavioral
planning, and review. The control group received no
intervention during the study period. All groups
completed the measures before and after the
intervention.

Data were analyzed in SPSS version 23. Means and
standard deviations were calculated for descriptive
purposes. The assumptions of multivariate analysis of
covariance were assessed through the Shapiro-Wilk
test, Box’s M test, Levene’s test, scatterplot
inspection, evaluation of multicollinearity, and
examination of the homogeneity of regression slopes.
Multivariate analysis of covariance was then
conducted while controlling for pretest scores.
Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons were used
to identify differences among the three groups. The
statistical significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

The descriptive findings showed that the three groups
had relatively similar pretest scores. Generalized
anxiety decreased from 16.10 to 12.30 in the
mindfulness-based exposure group and from 16.30 to
14.00 in the reality-therapy group, whereas it
increased from 16.35 to 17.95 in the control group.
Metacognitive-belief scores decreased from 103.40 to
88.60 in the mindfulness group and from 104.10 to
94.10 in the reality-therapy group, while remaining
relatively stable in the control group. Emotional self-
regulation increased from 50.75 to 61.30 in the
mindfulness group and from 51.75 to 55.20 in the
reality-therapy group, whereas it decreased from
51.20 to 49.30 in the control group. Cognitive-
distortion scores decreased from 69.20 to 62.45 in the
mindfulness group and from 69.15 to 65.35 in the
reality-therapy group, while increasing from 68.85 to
70.20 in the control group.

All statistical assumptions were satisfied. The
Shapiro—Wilk tests were nonsignificant, Box’s M
tests supported the equality of covariance matrices,
and Levene’s tests confirmed the homogeneity of
variances. The multivariate effect of group
membership was statistically significant, Wilks’
A=0.088, F=29.563, p=0.001, n*=0.703. Significant
between-group effects were found for generalized
anxiety, F=43.847, p=0.001, n?>=0.623; metacognitive
beliefs, F=19.915, p=0.001, n?>=0.429; emotional self-
regulation, F=51.877, p=0.001, n>=0.662; and
cognitive distortions, F=22.042, p=0.001, n*=0.454.

Bonferroni  comparisons indicated that both
interventions  significantly reduced generalized
anxiety compared with the control group.

Mindfulness-based exposure therapy was more
effective than reality therapy in reducing generalized
anxiety, with an adjusted mean difference of 3.484,
p=0.001. Both interventions also produced significant
reductions in metacognitive beliefs relative to the
control condition, and mindfulness-based exposure
therapy was more effective than reality therapy, with
a mean difference of 6.192, p=0.037. Both
experimental groups demonstrated significantly
greater emotional self-regulation than the control
group. Reality therapy was more effective than
mindfulness-based exposure therapy in this outcome,
with a mean difference of 6.552, p=0.003. Both
interventions  significantly ~ reduced  cognitive
distortions relative to the control group, but their
difference was not statistically significant, with a
mean difference of 3.383, p=0.142.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that mindfulness-based
exposure therapy and reality therapy were both
effective in improving cognitive and emotional
outcomes among men with obsessive—compulsive
disorder. The significant multivariate result and
relatively large effect sizes indicated that the observed
changes were not limited to a single symptom
domain. Instead, both interventions influenced a
broader pattern of anxiety, metacognitive functioning,
emotional regulation, and distorted thinking.

The greater effectiveness of mindfulness-based
exposure therapy in reducing generalized anxiety may
be explained by its direct focus on repetitive worry,
intrusive thoughts, avoidance, and intolerance of
emotional discomfort. Participants were repeatedly
encouraged to observe anxiety-provoking thoughts
and bodily sensations without judgment and without
attempting to suppress or neutralize them. This
process may have reduced automatic reactivity and




weakened the association between intrusive thoughts
and compulsive responses. Exposure within a mindful
and accepting context may also have increased
tolerance of uncertainty and helped participants
recognize that anxiety can decline without avoidance
or ritualized behavior.

Mindfulness-based exposure therapy was also more
effective in reducing dysfunctional metacognitive
beliefs. This intervention explicitly taught participants
to distinguish thoughts from facts and to observe
mental events as temporary experiences. Such
exercises may have weakened beliefs that thoughts
are dangerous, uncontrollable, or morally significant.
By reducing the need to monitor and control
cognition, the intervention may have interrupted the
cycle in which intrusive thoughts are appraised as
threatening and followed by neutralizing behavior.

Reality therapy produced the greatest improvement in
emotional self-regulation. This result may reflect its
strong emphasis on personal choice, responsibility,
behavioral evaluation, and practical action planning.
Participants learned that although emotions cannot
always be changed directly, changes in behavior and
thinking can alter emotional experience. The WDEP
process may have helped them identify what they
wanted, evaluate current behavior, and create
manageable plans for responding to emotional
challenges. These active and behaviorally focused
procedures may have strengthened the perceived
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ability to control reactions and select more adaptive
responses.

Both interventions were equally effective in reducing
cognitive distortions. Mindfulness-based exposure
therapy may have produced this effect by helping
participants distance themselves from automatic
thoughts and reduce judgmental identification with
distorted interpretations. Reality therapy may have
achieved a similar outcome through evaluation of
whether current thoughts and behaviors were realistic,
useful, and consistent with personal goals. Although
the two approaches used different mechanisms, both
encouraged more flexible and reality-based responses
to internal experiences.

Overall, mindfulness-based exposure therapy appears
particularly suitable for patients whose dominant
difficulties include generalized worry, intrusive
cognition, and maladaptive beliefs about thought
control. Reality therapy may be especially beneficial
for patients with marked deficits in emotional self-
regulation, behavioral responsibility, and practical
coping. Both approaches may be used to reduce
cognitive distortions. The findings support symptom-
oriented treatment selection and suggest that
integrating mindfulness-based exposure procedures
with reality-therapy planning and responsibility
strategies may provide a comprehensive intervention
for patients with obsessive—compulsive disorder.
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