S P ccovr izt v zr. et
. . . October 2021. Vol 27. Issue 4
The Horizon of Medical Sciences

Research Paper a ‘ ‘i‘
Comparing the Effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Cromvink

Compassion Focused Therapy on Worry Severity and Loneliness Among the Pa-
tients With Multiple Sclerosis

Pardis Mirmoeini* ©, Mohammad Hossein Bayazi'* @, Javad Khalatbari?

1. Department of Psychology, Torbat -e- Jaam Branch, Islamic Azad University, Torbat-e- Jam, Iran.
2. Department of Psychology, Tonekabon Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tonekabon, Iran.

Use your device to scan
and read the article online

[S{ZTIT) Mirmoeini P, Bayazi MH, Khalatbari J. Comparing the Effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and
Compassion Focused Therapy on Worry Severity and Loneliness Among the Patients With Multiple Sclerosis (Persian)]. Quarterly
of "The Horizon of Medical Sciences". 2021; 27(4):534-549. https://doi.org/10.32598/hms.27.4.3426.1

https://doi.org/10.32598/hms.27.4.3426.1

ABSTRACT

Recelved: 07 Jul 2020 [¥5E Because of the increasing number of patients with multiple sclerosis (MS) and the psychological

Accepted: 20 Jul 2021 ¢ complications that affect this group, the current study has compared the effectiveness of Acceptance
Available Online:010ct2021  :  and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT) on these patients.

: This research is a quasi-experimental study with a pretest-post-test design and a

control group. A total of 45 patients with MS were selected from the patients of an MS Clinic in Tehran

City, Iran, in 2019. Then, they were randomly divided into two experimental groups of ACT and CFT and

one control group. The participants completed the social and emotional loneliness scale for adults and the

Penn State worry questionnaire before and after the intervention. The experimental groups participated

in eight sessions of ACT and ten sessions of CFT. The control group did not receive any intervention, and in

Key words: the end, a post-test was taken. The obtained data were examined by analysis of covariance
Therapy, Compas- [FETTE Findings obtained from univariate analysis of covariance at the statistical level of P<0.05 were
sion, Commitment, F=42.60 for loneliness and F=5.90 for worry, which indicates the more effectiveness of ACT.
Multiple sclerosis, o [SNTIERT Itis suggested that ACT treatment be given more attention in controlling patients’ psychologi-
Loneliness, Worry ¢ cal symptoms.
English Version The disease does not affect all people in the same way and
has different manifestations [3]. The physical structure of
1. Introduction the individual, disorders in the regulation and balance of the
immune system, environmental and racial factors, exposure
ultiple Sclerosis (MS) is a chronic dis- to viruses during life, vaccination, and stress are among the
ease of the central nervous system that af- factors that affect the development of MS [4]. Also, many
fects the brain and spinal cord [1]. MS’s psychological factors, including coping, creation, self-effi-
age of onset is mostly between 20 and cacy, and perceived support, contribute more than biologi-
40 years. According to the World Health Organization, the cal factors to the quality of life of MS patients. Therefore,
prevalence of the disease in Iran is 20-60 per 100000 peo- interventional $tudies should consider the psychological

ple, and the rate in women is 3 to 4 times that in men [2].
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factors associated with the health of these patients and go
beyond physical damages and their disabilities [5].

Depending on the level of disability after the first 5 or 10
years of the disease, the future course of the disease can
be determined to an acceptable extent ]6]. MS is an incur-
able brain disease that strongly causes worries, decreases
self-esteem, and forces the patients to adapt to disease dis-
abilities. According to many sufferers, there is a strong as-
sociation between anxiety and disease recurrence. During
worries, more energy is needed to think and solve daily liv-
ing problems, and this energy depletion causes fatigue and
disruption of patients' daily functioning [7]. Psychological
stresses are mentioned as a possible factor for disease re-
currence and progression [8]. Loneliness is a risk factor for
increased complications and mortality. People with MS are
subject to an increased risk of loneliness [9]. The studies on
the relationship between loneliness and physical and mental
health show that loneliness affects the various aspects of the
social life of individuals. The sense of loneliness is predic-
tive of symptoms of depression [10]. MS also causes severe
anxiety in patients and forces them to adapt to the disabilities
caused by the disease. According to many patients with MS,
there is a strong association between anxiety and disease re-
currence. Most of the patients report that the symptoms of
the disease worsen during times of stress and anxiety [11].
Statistics show the ascending course of the disease in the
world, so in our country, it is necessary to take serious ac-
tion to control and treat the disease. Psychological problems
in MS are more common than in healthy populations and
other chronic diseases [12]. Empirical research suggests a
high rate of depression and loneliness, an increase in anxiety,
and problems related to relationships and social roles in MS
patients, so it is necessary to find appropriate and effective
solutions for the better life of these patients.

Compassion means having a positive attitude towards
oneself when things go wrong. Compassion itself is con-
sidered an effective trait and a protective factor in cultivat-
ing emotional flexibility. Compassion includes kindness to
oneself in the face of self-judgment and criticism, human
communication in the face of isolation, and mindfulness in
the face of over-imitation of others. Compassion leads to a
sense of self-care, self-awareness, an unbiased view of one's
inadequacies and failures, and the acceptance that one's
experiences are also part of ordinary human experiences.
Compassion requires the acceptance that suffering, failure,
and inadequacy are part of the condition of life and that all
human beings, including the individual, deserve kindness
and compassion [13]. Kindness to oneself is self-under-
standing instead of self-judgment and a kind of support for
one's shortcomings and inadequacies. Acknowledging that
all human beings are flawed, make mistakes, and engage in
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unhealthy behaviors is characteristic of shared human emo-
tions [14]. In self-compassion focused therapy, clients are
helped by creating or enhancing a client's inner compas-
sionate relationship with themselves, rather than blaming,
condemning, or self-criticizing. The results of self-compas-
sion focused therapy include the importance of well-being,
understanding and empathy, empathy, non-judgment and
not blaming others, tolerance or resilience to turmoil, and
suffering, through attention, thinking, behavior, imagery,
feeling, and compassion [15].

Also, creating a rich and meaningful life while accepting
its inevitable suffering is an effective way to build a mean-
ingful life through its most deeply guided values while be-
ing fully prepared and committed only through a conscious
action [16]. Acceptance and commitment-based therapy
has been developed as an alternative to more traditional
forms of psychotherapy, such as classical cognitive-behav-
ioral therapy. This treatment emphasizes reducing the inten-
sity and the frequency of emotions and annoying thoughts.
Instead of trying to alleviate recent annoying thoughts,
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) emphasizes
increasing behavioral efficiency in the presence of unpleas-
ant thoughts and feelings. In other words, the ACT therapist
does not attempt to alter the client's disturbing thoughts or
reduce his or her unpleasant emotions [17]. Studies show
different treatments to change and reduce the psychologi-
cal consequences of diseases. Research has proven the ef-
fectiveness of psychological therapies on mental health
problems caused by chronic diseases. ACT therapy is one
of the new and effective therapies in solving psychological
problems and disorders, the basic principles of which are as
follows: 1) acceptance or desire to experience pain or other
disturbing events without trying to control them and 2) ac-
tion based on value or commitment is accompanied by a de-
sire for meaningful personal goals before the elimination of
unwanted experiences. Therefore, ACT is very appropriate
by focusing on the current situation and the paths leading
to acceptance and personal growth in crises. According to
the circumstances in the individual's situation, acceptance
is gradually created to achieve a sense of self as a socially,
sexually, and occupationally appropriate person [18].

A variety of studies on the effectiveness of ACT on im-
proving quality of life [19] have studied reducing pain in-
tensity in MS patients [20], reducing anxiety and dysfunc-
tional attitudes [21], anxiety and depression in women with
MS [22], resilience [23], logical memory, problem-solving
skills [24], cognitive conflicts, and negative spontaneous
thoughts [25].

Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT) teaches people not
to let go of their painful feelings but accept them. There-
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fore, in the first step, they know their experience and feel
compassion for it [26]. Compassion acknowledges that not
all pain can be resolved or cured, but all suffering can be
alleviated with a hug of compassion. In fact, with mind-
fulness based on cognition, we can face the problems and
sufferings of life. With compassion, we can deal effectively
with them [27]. Since no research has been done on the
effectiveness of CFT and ACT on loneliness and anxiety
in patients with MS, in the current study, we seek to an-
swer whether the ACT and CFT are effective on loneliness
and the severity of worry in patients with multiple sclerosis.
Also, if there is a significant difference between these two
intervention methods in the effectiveness on the mentioned
variables.

2. Materials and Methods

The present quasi-experimental study has a pretest-post-
test design with a control group. The study population in-
cludes all patients with multiple sclerosis under treatment
by MS clinic physicians in Tehran City, Iran. The study
sample was selected by purposive sampling from 2500 MS
patients during the second 6 months of 2019.

The study questionnaires were presented to 166 patients
of the statistical population. Among them, 92 people with
the highest scores in loneliness and anxiety were identi-
fied. Then, 45 people were randomly selected and assigned
into three groups of 15: the first experimental group went
under CFT, the second experimental group consisted of 15
patients treated based on ACT, and the third group was the
control group. According to Dr Delavar, for experimental
and comparative studies, a sample size of 30 people in each
group is recommended. However, sometimes experimental
research is conducted with 15 people in each group under
controlled conditions. After the intervention (CFT and ACT
groups), the independent variables were observed, mea-
sured, and re-evaluated in the post-test.

3. Results

The study sample was 45 patients with MS. Of these, 15
were randomly selected and assigned into the first experi-
mental group (ACT), 15 in the second experimental group
(CFT), and 15 in the control group. The age range of the
participants was between 20 and 40 years, with an average
of 28.84 years. The number of females was 0.33 times that
of males.

There was no statistically significant difference between
the three groups after analyzing qualitative data through de-
scriptive statistics using the indicators of central tendency,
dispersion, and frequency distribution of age and educa-
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tion variables. The scores of the subjects in the pretest for
all three groups were at a significant level for testing the
normality of the data in all the variables under study was
greater than 0.05, and the assumption of the normality of
the distribution of scores was accepted.

Before the intervention, in the pretest, the scores of loneli-
ness and severity of worry were equal in the three groups,
but after the intervention, the mean scores of loneliness and
the severity of worry decreased in the two experimental
groups compared to the control group while no significant
change was observed in the control group. Comparing the
effect of these two therapies, according to Tables 1 and 2,
ACT is more effective than CFT.

In this research, ethical provisions have been observed
in two parts: executive and written. In the executive part,
the privacy and confidentiality of the collected data were
observed so that the collected information was used in line
with the purpose of this research. Also, in this study, the
dignity, rights, privacy, secrets, and freedom of the subjects
were observed. The researchers explained the study objec-
tives to the patients and obtained informed consent from
them. The other ethical principles observed in this study
were the optionality of the research, the right to withdraw
from the study, the harmlessness of CFT and ACT, answer-
ing questions, and providing results to the subjects if they
wished.

The inclusion criteria were 1) having MS, 2) informed
consent to participate in research, 3) age range between 20
and 40 years, 4) literacy level above the cycle, 5) no drug ad-
diction, and 6) no use of any sedative that can affect the vari-
ables studied (antidepressants, anti-anxiety, and sedatives).

The exclusion criteria were 1) psychosis and use of psy-
chiatric and psychotropic drugs, 2) absence from more than
two sessions in treatment sessions, 3) personality disorders,
4) severe family problems, and 5) withdrawal of the subject.

Self-compassion focused therapy sessions are designed
based on the concepts of Paul Gilbert (2010). According to
Table 3, the content validity of this package has been ap-
proved in Iran with a survey of three clinical psychologists
and familiar with the third wave therapies in the universities
of Al-Zahra and Kharazmi of Tehran [28].
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Table 1. Analysis of covariance comparing compassion focused therapy with acceptance and commitment therapy on loneliness in

patients with multiple sclerosis

Source of changes ~ Sum of Squares  Degree of Freedom  Mean Squares F Significance Level  Eta Coefficient
Group 375.49 1 375.49 5.90 0.001 0.42
Error 143.61 28 63.64 - - -
Total 195.45 30 -

Acceptance and commitment therapy was performed by
the researcher, with a degree in acceptance and commit-
ment training, using a treatment protocol whose content
and application validity have been validated by psycholo-
gists [29]. The sessions are described in Table 3.

This scale was designed and developed by DiTommaso,
Brannen, and Best in 2004 based on Weiss»s classification.
This scale includes 15 items and three subscales of romantic
loneliness (five items), family (five items), and social (five
items), and the feeling of emotional loneliness is obtained
from the sum of scores of romantic and family subscales.
Each item is scored on a 5-point scale from «s$trongly dis-
agree» with a score of 1 to «strongly agree» with a score of
5. All items except items 14 and 15 are scored in reverse,
and obtaining a higher score in each of the dimensions of
this scale indicates a greater sense of loneliness. The authors
of this scale reported the Cronbach a coefficient of 0.87 to
0.90, which indicates a suitable internal consistency of the
scale. In another study by DiTommaso, Brannenn McNally,
Ross, and Burgess, the Cronbach o coefficient was report-
edly acceptable from 0.81 for romantic loneliness to 0.91
for family loneliness. The validity of this tool has already
been confirmed in several studies.
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The Penn State worry questionnaire is a 16-item self-
report questionnaire that measures severe, extreme, and
uncontrollable anxiety. The scale of answering questions is
based on the Likert scale. In the research of Dehshiri et al.
(2009), the results of factor analysis showed that the two-
factor model of this questionnaire (general concern and
lack of concern) has a better fit than the one-factor model.
The internal consistency and test-retest coefficients (with an
interval of 1 month) of the questionnaire were high. Also, a
significant correlation between the scores of this question-
naire and the scores of the trait anxiety and depression ques-
tionnaire indicates the validity of the questionnaire. The
reliability of the questionnaire was calculated using the
Cronbach a method. Usually, the range of the Cronbach o
reliability coefficient is from 0, meaning instability to +1,
meaning complete reliability. The closer the value obtained
to the positive number one is, the more reliable the ques-
tionnaire is [30].

4. Discussion

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of ACT and
CFT on loneliness and worry in patients with MS and deter-
mine which method is more effective. The results showed
that ACT and CFT groups were significantly different from
the control group, and these therapies effectively improved
loneliness and worry intensity. This finding is consistent
with other research results in this field [31-38]. Compared
with each other, ACT and CFT showed a significant dif-

Table 2. Analysis of covariance comparing CFT With ACT on anxiety in patients with multiple sclerosis

Source of Changes  Sum of Squares  Degree of Freedom Mean Squares F Significance Level  Eta Coefficient
Group 520.83 1 520.83 42.60 0.001 0.68
Error 241.53 28 8.62 = = =
Total 9077.00 30 -
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Table 3. Description of the Intervention Sessions

Sessions

Content of acceptance and commit-
ment therapy (ACT) sessions

Content of compassion focused therapy (CFT) sessions

First
Session

znd
Session

3rd
Session

4th
Session

5th
Session

Gth
Session

7th
Session

8th
Session

9th

Session

10th
Session

Establishing a therapeutic relationship,
acquainting people with the subject of
research, and concluding a therapeutic
contract

Discovering and evaluating treatment
methods and evaluating their effective-
ness, discussing the temporality and
ineffectiveness of therapies using alle-
gory, receiving feedback, and present-
ing homework

Assisting clients in identifying ineffec-
tive control strategies and realizing
their futility, accepting painful personal
events without conflict with them using
allegory, receiving feedback, and giving
homework

Explaining about avoiding painful expe-
riences and being aware of their con-
sequences, teaching acceptance steps,
changing language concepts using al-
legory, teaching relaxation, receiving
feedback, and giving homework

Introducing a three-dimensional be-
havioral model to express the com-
mon relationship between behavior/
emotions, psychological functions, and
observable behavior, and discuss the ef-
fort to change behavior based on it, re-
ceive feedback, and provide homework

Explain the concepts of role and con-
text, observe the self as a context and
make contact with oneself using alle-
gory, be aware of different sensory per-
ceptions, and separate from the senses
that are part of the mental content, get
feedback and provide homework

Explaining the concept of values, moti-
vating change and empowering clients
for a better life, practicing focus, getting
feedback, and giving homework

Commitment to practicing training,
identifying behavioral plans according
to values and creating commitment
to act on them, summarizing sessions,
conducting post-test

Establishing a therapeutic relationship, acquainting people with the research topic, answer-
ing the questionnaire, and concluding a treatment contract

Establishing initial communication, grouping, reviewing the structure of sessions, familiarity
with general principles and treatment focused on self-compassion, evaluating and assess-
ing participants’ feelings of loneliness and self-criticism, factors related to its symptoms, and
self-compassion-based conceptualization, giving homework at the end of the session, ask
them to record their daily criticisms and challenges at home, identification, and awareness
of loneliness and self-criticism.

Identifying and introducing the components of self-compassion, examining each component
of compassion in group members and identifying its characteristics, to get acquainted with
the characteristics of people with self-compassion, reviewing the self-compassion of members
At the end of the treatment session, the members were asked to record the components of
self-compassion in their daily activities as homework. The desired behavior in this session
was to identify and be aware of the components of self-compassion.

Reviewing the assighments of the previous session and cultivating a feeling of warmth and
kindness towards oneself, the sense that others also have shortcomings and problems (cul-
tivating a sense of human commonalities), in the face of self-destructive and shameful feel-
ings, self-empathy training, formation, and creation of more and more diverse feelings re-
lated to people’s issues to increase care and attention to their health

At the end of the treatment session, the members were given homework; they were asked
to record the components of self-compassion in their daily activities, identify and be aware
of the components of self-compassion.

Practicing the previous session, encouraging members to self-knowledge and examine their
personality as a person with self-compassion with non-self-compassion, identifying and ap-
plying exercises to cultivate a compassionate mind (self-compassion value, empathy, and
compassion for self and others, physiotherapy metaphor training), accepting mistakes and
forgiving oneself for mistakes to speed up change.

At the end of the treatment session, the members were given homework; they were asked
to record their daily mistakes and identify their associated factors. The intended behavior of
the participants in this session was to cultivate compassion.

Reviewing and practicing the previous session, familiarizing and applying the exercises of
cultivating a compassionate mind (forgiveness, acceptance without judgment, teaching flu
metaphor and tolerance training), acceptance training, acceptance of upcoming changes,
and enduring challenging situations due to the changing nature of life and facing various
challenges

At the end of the treatment session, the members were given homework to be asked to
record forgiveness and acceptance without judgment in their challenging daily activities. The
behavior of the members in this session was to improve and develop self-compassion.

Reviewing the previous session, practicing to create compassionate images, teaching the
styles and methods of expressing compassion (verbal, practical, persuasive), and continuous
compassion and applying these methods in daily life, family, and friends, training to develop
valuable and transcendent emotions

At the end of the treatment session, the members were given homework; they had to use
compassion in their daily activities. The desired behavior of the participants in this session
was a feeling and value of self-compassion.

Reviewing the previous session, teaching writing compassionate letters to oneself and oth-
ers, how to record and write down real situations based on compassion and performance in
that situation.

At the end of the treatment session, the members were given homework; they were asked
to write compassionate letters to themselves and those around them. The desired behavior
of the participants in this session was to improve the feeling and value of self-compassion.

Reviewing and practicing the skills presented in previous sessions to help members cope with
different situations in their lives in different ways, and finally summarizing and presenting
solutions to maintain and apply this treatment in daily life

At the end of the treatment session, the members were given homework; they were asked
to record their self-compassion for daily challenges. The desired behavior of the participants
in this session was to cultivate and grow compassion for themselves.

In this session, the previous 9 sessions were reviewed, and the group members were appreci-
ated. Then they were subjected to the same post-test under the same conditions.
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ference, i.e., treatment based on the ACT was preferable.
Acceptance and commitment therapy emphasizes releasing
individuals from mental traps and defusion. In the ACT ap-
proach, the people are helped to get rid of annoying self-
assessments and labeling associated with painful emotions
and are used as psychological flexibility. They result from
a set of processes such as defusion, commitment to values,
and self as the basis for acceptance, committed action, and
mindfulness.

Compassion focused therapy seeks to clarify key com-
ponents of compassion, such as sensitivity with attention,
motivation to care, compassion, empathy, distress, and a
non-judgmental perspective. In fact, cultivating self-com-
passion, compassion for others, and acceptance of compas-
sion by others can provide a safe and spiritual psychologi-
cal home, as a result of which individuals can effectively
deal with the harmful events of life. CFT acts as a method
of positive emotion regulation, reducing negative emotions
and replacing them with positive emotions. It seems that
due to this emotional self-regulation, psychological prob-
lems are reduced. As a result, a persoms perception of his
abilities improves, especially in the emotional field and
dealing with stressful situations and conditions.

One of the limitations of this study is the inability to con-
trol all disturbing variables, such as patients» daily problems
during treatment due to the coronavirus pandemic condi-
tions and quarantine of these patients, and consequently,
lack of follow-up period, lack of research, and similar stud-
ies on the subject. The most important limitations of the
research were using only the patients with MS referred to
Dr Amir Reza Azimi MS Clinic and the use of self-report
tools. These limitations should be considered in using the
results and generalizing them. Therefore, it is recommend-
ed that such research be conducted using interviews instead
of questionnaires.

According to the study results, it is suggested that long-
term follow-up be used in future research to examine the
effectiveness of CFT with ACT more accurately. Consider-
ing that the living environment, work, social and economic
conditions of individuals affect the research results, cau-
tion should be exercised in generalizing the results to the
whole society. It is suggested that in future research, the
third experimental group should also be considered, which
will study the combined treatment of ACT and CFT on the
research samples.
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5. Conclusion

The current study findings compared the effectiveness
of CFT with ACT and supported the effectiveness of both
treatments in reducing feelings of loneliness and worry
in patients with multiple sclerosis. There is also a signifi-
cant difference in the effectiveness of CFT with ACT, so
that ACT is much more effective on patients) feelings of
loneliness and worry than CFT. Therefore, it is suggested
that special attention be paid to the effectiveness of these
two therapies in controlling the psychological symptoms of
patients with multiple sclerosis, which was confirmed by
various research backgrounds in different fields.
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1. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)
2. Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT)
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3. Social and Emotional Loneliness Scale for Adults (SELSA-S)
4, Pen State Worry Questionaire (PSWQ)
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