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Keywords: Background and Purpose: Childhood cancer significantly affects the mental health and family
Acceptance and relationships of mothers, affecting marital satisfaction and parent-child interactions. This study aimed
commitment therapy, to evaluate the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) on cognitive flexibility,
cancer, marital satisfaction, and parent-child interaction among mothers of children with cancer.

cognitive flexibility, Method: The present study employed a quasi-experimental method with a pretest—posttest design,
marital satisfaction, including one experimental group and one control group. The statistical population included all
parent-child interaction mothers of children with cancer in Ardabil City in 2024. A sample of 36 mothers was selected from

this population through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to the experimental and control
groups. Data were collected using the most recently validated Iranian versions of the Cognitive
Flexibility Inventory (CFI; Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010), the Enrich Marital Satisfaction Scale
(EMSS; Enrich, 1989), and the Child—Parent Relationship Scale (CPRS; Pianta, 1992). The
experimental group received eight 90-minute sessions of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT; Hayes et al., 2011). The data obtained were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance
(MANCOVA) in SPSS -27.

Results: Findings indicated that ACT significantly increased perceived behavioral control (F=33.84),
perceived alternative options (F=38.72), behavior justification perception (F=31.07), marital
satisfaction (F=54.14), positive relationships (F=39.32), and decreased conflict (F=60.42) and
dependency (F=44.57) among mothers of children with cancer (p < 0.01).

Conclusion: Based on the results, ACT increases the ability to manage psychological stress and
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Introduction

A child’s cancer diagnosis is a life-altering event that places
considerable strain on the entire family, especially mothers (1). As
primary caregivers, mothers must manage medical responsibilities,
provide emotional support, and meet family needs, demands that
can negatively affect their mental health and marital relationships
(2, 3, 12). Cognitive flexibility helps mothers better manage stress,
remain emotionally available to their children, and foster stronger
parent—child interactions, which are essential for the family’s
psychological well-being (7, 9, 18). In such circumstances,
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) has appeared as a
promising approach for enhancing coping mechanisms and
improving psychological health under stressful conditions (23, 24).
As a mindfulness-based therapy, ACT emphasizes helping
individuals accept difficult emotions, stay present in the moment,
and act following personal values (24), an approach particularly
beneficial for mothers exposed to prolonged stress and emotional
burden (25, 26).

ACT is grounded in six core processes: acceptance, cognitive
defusion, present-moment awareness, self-as-context, values, and
committed action (27). These principles encourage individuals to
embrace rather than resist challenging emotions (28), fostering an
open and receptive mindset that allows mothers to continue in their
caregiving roles without being overwhelmed by stress or self-
criticism (29, 30). Despite many studies (22-26) in this field, there
is still a shortage of research that simultaneously examines
psychological, marital, and parenting outcomes within this
population. In particular, the effectiveness of ACT, one of the
newer psychotherapeutic approaches, has received limited
attention in this context. Therefore, the present study was
conducted to find the effectiveness of ACT in improving cognitive
flexibility, marital satisfaction, and parent—child interaction among
mothers of children with cancer.

Method

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with
a pretest—posttest format, including one experimental group and
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one control group. The statistical population consisted of all
mothers of children with cancer (hematologic and bone marrow
malignancies) in Ardabil city in 2024. Out of 50 eligible
records, 36 mothers were selected and randomly assigned to the
experimental group (18 participants) and the control group (18
participants). Inclusion criteria were receiving a child’s cancer
diagnosis by a pediatric hematology and oncology specialist,
not having received prior psychological interventions,
willingness to take part in the study, and personal consent.
Exclusion criteria included worsening of the child’s illness or
pain, absence from more than two sessions, and unwillingness
to continue participation. Participants were selected from the
Shammim Mehr Support Center in Ardabil through
convenience sampling according to the inclusion and exclusion
criteria. The mean age + standard deviation of mothers in the
experimental group was 36.83 £ 8.71 years, and in the control
group, it was 37.49 + 7.02 years. Chi-square test results showed
no significant differences between the experimental and control
groups in terms of education, number of children, duration of
marriage, and income (p > 0.05).

The data collection instruments included the Cognitive
Flexibility Inventory (CFI; 32, 33), the ENRICH Marital
Satisfaction Scale (EMSS; 34, 35), and the Child—Parent
Relationship Scale (CPRS; 36, 37). The experimental group
received eight 90-minute sessions of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) according to Hayes et al. (38),
while the control group received no intervention. Ethical
considerations, including keeping participants’ privacy,
ensuring confidentiality, and obtaining informed consent, were
fully seen. Finally, the collected data were analyzed using
multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS 27.

Results

The mean and standard deviation of pretest-posttest scores for
cognitive flexibility, marital satisfaction, and parent-child
interaction among mothers of children with cancer in the
experimental and control groups are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive Indices of the Study’s Variables in Experimental and Control Groups

Variables Groups M SD S-W P
Pre-test Experimental Group 21.22 1.05 0.111 0.069
Perceived controllability Coptrol Group 21.11 1.36 0.113 0.084
Post-test Experimental Group 23.44 1.45 0.115 0.055
Control Group 21.27 1.50 0.116 0.062
Pre-test Experimental Group 26.88 1.36 0.101 0.056
Perceived alternatives Coptrol Group 26.83 1.74 0.096 0.055
Post-test Experimental Group 29.11 1.25 0.114 0.074
Control Group 26.78 1.69 0.102 0.082
Pre-test Experimental Group 5.33 0.79 0.117 0.061
Behavioral justification Coptrol Group 5.27 0.95 0.089 0.052
Post-test Experimental Group 7.11 1.17 0.100 0.080
Control Group 5.38 1.20 0.102 0.066
. . . Experimental Group 108.83 5.31 0.096 0.071
Ll iielien Pre-test Control Group 10861 540  0.087 0.059
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Post-test Experimental Group 116.12 6.04 0.098 0.060

Control Group 108.28 5.88 0.101 0.089

Pre-test Experimental Group 44.50 2.04 0.115 0.075

Conflict Coptrol Group 44.39 2.66 0.108 0.063
Post-test Experimental Group 41.50 2.14 0.119 0.082

Control Group 44.38 2.03 0.097 0.057

Pre-test Experimental Group 39.66 1.94 0.087 0.051

Positive relationships Coptrol Group 39.55 1.69 0.116 0.097
Post-test Experimental Group 42.33 1.75 0.101 0.085

Control Group 39.72 1.90 0.095 0.057

Pre-test Experimental Group 12.44 1.61 0.110 0.063

Dependency Coptrol Group 12.38 1.74 0.103 0.079
Post-test Experimental Group 10.16 1.35 0.094 0.081

Control Group 12.50 1.81 0.093 0.076
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Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard Deviation, S-W = Shapiro-Wilk

According to Table 1, the posttest means scores of the
experimental group showed increases in perceived
controllability, perception of alternative options, behavior
justification, marital satisfaction, and positive parent—child
relationships, while scores for conflict and dependency
decreased among mothers of children with cancer. To find the
effectiveness of ACT on cognitive flexibility, marital
satisfaction, and parent—child interaction among mothers of
children with cancer, a MANCOVA was conducted. Before
running the analysis, the essential assumptions, including
normality of data distribution, homogeneity of variances, and
linearity between the covariate and dependent variables, were
examined and confirmed. Results of the MANCOVA indicated
that the independent variable had a significant effect on the
dependent variables; in other words, the experimental and
control groups differed significantly in at least one of the
variables of cognitive flexibility, marital satisfaction, and
parent—child interaction. Based on the calculated effect size,
74% of the total variance between the experimental and control
groups was attributable to the independent variable.
Additionally, the statistical power of the test was 1, showing an
adequate sample size.

According to the results of the univariate ANCOVA, the F-
statistics for perceived controllability (F = 33.84), perceived
alternatives (F = 38.72), perceived justification (F = 31.07),
marital satisfaction (F = 54.14), conflict (F = 60.42), positive
relations (F = 39.32), and dependency (F = 44.57) were all
significant at the p< 0.001 level. These findings show
significant differences between the groups in all these
variables. The calculated effect sizes further showed that 55%
of perceived controllability, 59% of perceived alternatives,
53% of perceived justification, 66% of marital satisfaction,
69% of conflict, 59% of positive relations, and 62% of
dependency were attributable to the influence of the
independent variable. Therefore, it can be concluded that ACT
led to increases in perceived controllability, perceived
alternatives, perceived justification, marital satisfaction, and

positive relations, as well as reductions in conflict and
dependency among mothers of children with cancer.

Conclusion

The present study aimed to find the effectiveness of ACT on
cognitive flexibility, marital satisfaction, and parent—child
interaction among mothers of children with cancer. The
findings show that ACT can significantly improve cognitive
flexibility (perceived controllability, perceived alternatives,
and perceived justification), marital satisfaction, and parent—
child interaction (positive relations, conflict, and dependency)
in these mothers.

The core processes of ACT, including acceptance, cognitive
defusion, mindfulness, and commitment to personal values,
play a fundamental role in enhancing cognitive flexibility.
Through these techniques, mothers learn to accept rather than
avoid or suppress the difficult emotions associated with their
child’s illness. By engaging in these central ACT processes,
they learn to acknowledge challenging emotions without
allowing them to dominate their behavior. Such acceptance
reduces the likelihood of avoidance or emotional withdrawal,
which are common reactions that can create emotional distance
in the parent—child relationship. Instead, ACT encourages
mothers to remain mindful and aligned with their personal
values, which typically include providing emotional support
and care for their child. This study was limited to mothers of
children with cancer, and other family members, such as
fathers, were not included in the analysis, which restricts the
generalizability of the findings. Other limitations include the
focus on a specific cultural context and the use of self-report
instruments that may be influenced by cognitive or emotional
biases. The short duration of the study also did not allow for the
examination of long-term intervention effects. Future research
is recommended to expand the scope of other family members
and to include more diverse samples across different regions to
enhance the generalizability of the results.
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2. Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (CFI)
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5. Child-parent relationship scale (CPRS)
6. Conflict

7. Positive Relationship

8. Dependency
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1. Controllability perception

2. Perception of different options

3. Perception of justification of behavior

4. Enrich Marital Satisfaction Scale (EMSS)
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