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Abstract:

Obijective: The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) and Integrative Behavioral Couple Therapy (IBCT) on demoralization and
frustration tolerance in couples with a disabled child.

Methods and Materials: This quasi-experimental study was conducted using a pretest-posttest
control group design. A total of 45 couples with a disabled child were selected through purposive
sampling and randomly assigned to three groups: ACT, IBCT, and control. The interventions
consisted of five sessions for the ACT group and twelve sessions for the IBCT group. The data were
collected using the Demoralization Syndrome Scale and Harrington Frustration Tolerance
Questionnaire. Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) and Bonferroni post hoc test were
used for data analysis.
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Findings: The univariate ANCOVA results showed significant differences among the three groups
in both demoralization (F(2,42)=14.58, p=.0001, n>=.41) and frustration tolerance (F(2,42)=12.34,
p=.0001, n*=.37). Bonferroni post hoc tests revealed that both treatment groups significantly
outperformed the control group on both dependent variables, though no significant difference was
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Conclusion: The results indicate that both therapeutic approaches are effective in improving the
psychological functioning of couples with a disabled child. While ACT showed slightly better

a® 01 outcomes in frustration tolerance and IBCT in demoralization reduction, the differences between
‘.‘.“’:2‘“% the two were not statistically significant. These findings support the inclusion of both interventions
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
The presence of a child with disabilities within a family
system poses complex and multifaceted challenges for the
psychological well-being and relational stability of parents.
Couples who raise a disabled child often face long-term
caregiving stress, emotional exhaustion, and social isolation,
which can place them at a heightened risk for marital
dissatisfaction and psychological deterioration (Zaemi et al.,
2023). Among the most significant psychological responses
to chronic stress in such families are demoralization—a
syndrome marked by hopelessness, perceived incompetence,
and meaninglessness—and frustration intolerance, a
cognitive-emotional  construct reflecting  individuals’
incapacity to tolerate obstacles or unmet expectations
(Farmani Shahreza et al., 2019; Sooreh et al., 2023).
Demoralization, originally studied in the context of
terminal illness and depression, has gained prominence in
psychological research for its relevance across different
populations under chronic stress (Sun et al., 2021). In family
contexts with disabled children, repeated experiences of
helplessness and role overload can contribute to existential
despair, which in turn may erode the couple’s sense of
purpose and mutual support (Sharifiyan et al.,, 2020).
Frustration intolerance, on the other hand, is frequently
observed in parents subjected to persistent emotional and
practical obstacles, and is associated with impulsive
behavior, emotional dysregulation, and conflict escalation in
intimate relationships (Sedighi Arfaee et al., 2021; Shahidi
et al., 2023).
Within  this

interventions are increasingly recognized as essential

context, couple-based psychological

components of mental health care. Among these,
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) has emerged
as a promising third-wave behavioral approach that
emphasizes psychological flexibility, cognitive defusion,
value-based action, and acceptance of internal experiences

(Moradi, 2023; Shahidi et al., 2021). ACT is particularly
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well-suited for addressing issues such as frustration
intolerance and demoralization because of its focus on non-
judgmental awareness, value clarification, and behavioral
activation (Moradi, 2022b; Nazari et al., 2022). Previous
research supports the efficacy of ACT in improving distress
tolerance, emotion regulation, and resilience in various
populations, including individuals with anxiety, chronic
iliness, or psychosocial vulnerability (Rezaeian et al., 2021;
Sarabadani et al., 2023).

In parallel, Integrative Behavioral Couple Therapy
that

combines traditional behavior therapy techniques with

(IBCT) offers a compelling intervention model
strategies aimed at fostering emotional acceptance and
modifying dysfunctional interaction patterns (Christensen &
Doss, 2017; Panahi et al., 2018). IBCT has been successfully
applied in reducing marital distress, enhancing emotional
self-disclosure, and promoting long-term relationship
satisfaction in couples facing high levels of relational
conflict or life stressors (Danlian Namagardi et al., 2022;
Yousefzadeh et al., 2017). Furthermore, studies comparing
IBCT to other therapeutic modalities suggest that it may
conventional  behavioral in

outperform approaches

improving both individual well-being and dyadic
functioning (Nazari et al., 2011; Zareei et al., 2016).
Despite the empirical support for both ACT and IBCT,
few studies have directly compared their relative
effectiveness in couples facing the unique and enduring
stress of raising a child with disabilities. One such study by
Zaemi et al. (2023) indicated that both ACT and Emotion-
Focused Therapy (EFT) led to improved distress tolerance
with  ACT

demonstrating a stronger effect size in cognitive-emotional

among emotionally estranged couples,
constructs such as frustration intolerance (Zaemi et al,
2023). However, the literature lacks targeted research on
demoralization and frustration intolerance in the specific
population of parents to disabled children—a gap that this

study aims to address.
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The current study therefore sought to compare the
effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT) and Integrative Behavioral Couple Therapy (IBCT)
in reducing demoralization and improving frustration
tolerance in couples with a disabled child. Understanding
which approach yields more meaningful clinical outcomes
may inform mental health practices and family interventions
for one of society’s most emotionally burdened populations.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a
group
included 45 couples (90 individuals) who had at least one

pretest-posttest control structure.  Participants
child with a medically confirmed disability. These couples

were selected through purposive sampling from
rehabilitation centers in Tehran and randomly assigned into
three equal groups: an ACT intervention group (15 couples),
an IBCT intervention group (15 couples), and a control
group (15 couples) that received no treatment during the
intervention period.

The ACT protocol consisted of five structured 90-minute
sessions delivered weekly and included techniques such as
values clarification, cognitive defusion exercises, metaphors
for experiential avoidance, and committed action plans. The

IBCT protocol followed the standard twelve-session

structure, incorporating techniques from behavioral
exchange, emotional acceptance, and communication
training.

Data collection instruments included the Demoralization

Syndrome Scale, which assesses meaninglessness,

helplessness, and emotional defeat, and the Frustration
Tolerance Questionnaire developed by Harrington, which
measures emotional intolerance, distress intolerance,
achievement frustration, and entitlement-related attitudes.
Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of
(MANCOVA), by

ANCOVA and Bonferroni post hoc tests for pairwise

covariance followed univariate
comparisons.

Findings
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Descriptive statistics revealed lower posttest mean scores
in demoralization and higher mean scores in frustration
tolerance in both intervention groups compared to the
control group. Specifically, the ACT group reported a mean
demoralization score of 28.47 (SD = 3.25) and a frustration
tolerance score of 78.62 (SD = 4.39), while the IBCT group
reported scores of 30.12 (SD = 3.57) and 75.48 (SD = 4.05),
respectively. In contrast, the control group showed no
improvement, with demoralization at 35.75 (SD = 4.10) and
frustration tolerance at 68.13 (SD = 6.12).

Univariate  ANCOVA results confirmed significant
between-group differences in both dependent variables. For
demoralization, the F statistic was F(2,42) = 14.58, p =
.0001, with a partial eta squared of > = .41, indicating a large
effect size. For frustration tolerance, results were F(2,42) =
12.34, p =.0001, n? = .37, also reflecting a large effect.

Bonferroni post hoc analysis indicated that both ACT and
IBCT groups significantly outperformed the control group in
reducing demoralization (ACT vs. Control: p =.001; IBCT
vs. Control: p = .003) and improving frustration tolerance
(ACT vs. Control: p =.0001; IBCT vs. Control: p =.002).
However, the difference between ACT and IBCT was not
statistically significant in either variable (Demoralization: p
= .740; Frustration Tolerance: p = .240), suggesting
comparable levels of effectiveness overall.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the clinical value of
both ACT and IBCT

vulnerabilities of couples raising children with disabilities.

in addressing the emotional

While ACT demonstrated slightly greater improvements in
frustration tolerance, and IBCT yielded slightly more
reductions in demoralization, neither approach proved
statistically superior. This suggests that the choice of
intervention may be guided by contextual and clinical
preferences rather than efficacy alone.

The improvements observed across both treatment
groups underscore the importance of integrating couple-
based therapies in mental health services for families dealing

with chronic caregiving stress. Psychological constructs
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such as demoralization and frustration intolerance, while not
always clinically diagnosed, can significantly undermine
relational functioning and long-term family stability.
Targeted interventions that foster emotional acceptance,
enhance communication, and promote value-based
resilience may therefore serve as protective mechanisms
against psychological decline in such high-risk populations.

Moreover, these results encourage the mental health

community to consider ACT and IBCT not as competing

VAY

paradigms, but as complementary frameworks that share

common goals while offering distinct therapeutic
techniques. Therapists trained in both modalities may be
better equipped to tailor interventions to the unique
dynamics of each couple. Overall, this study contributes to
the growing literature on evidence-based interventions for
vulnerable families and provides a foundation for future

research and clinical application in systemic care contexts.
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