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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of mindfulness-based cognitive therapy
(MBCT) and self-efficacy training in reducing psychological symptoms among anxious female heads
of households and to examine the maintenance of treatment effects over a two-month follow-up period.

Methods and Materials: This clinical trial employed a pretest—posttest—follow-up design with 45
anxious female heads of households in Tehran. Following initial screening and eligibility assessment,
participants were randomly allocated to three groups of 15: MBCT, self-efficacy training, and a
waiting-list control group. Each intervention group received eight 90-minute sessions. Data were
collected at pretest, posttest, and follow-up using the Beck Anxiety Inventory and the Symptom
Checklist-90-Revised (SCL-90-R). The data were analyzed in SPSS version 26 using mixed between-
within subjects analysis of variance, followed by Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons.

Findings: Mixed analysis of variance demonstrated significant time effects across all dimensions of
psychological symptoms (p<.001), as well as significant between-group differences in somatization,
obsessive-compulsive symptoms, interpersonal sensitivity, depression, anxiety, aggression, phobic
anxiety, paranoid ideation, psychoticism, and the overall psychological symptom score (p<.001).
Bonferroni comparisons indicated that MBCT produced significantly greater improvements in
somatization, obsessive-compulsive symptoms, interpersonal sensitivity, paranoid ideation, and
psychoticism than both self-efficacy training and the control condition. Both active interventions
significantly outperformed the control group in reducing depression, anxiety, aggression, phobic
anxiety, and the total psychological symptom score. MBCT was significantly more effective than self-
efficacy training in reducing depression, anxiety, aggression, and overall psychological symptoms,
whereas the two interventions did not differ significantly in phobic anxiety. Significant treatment gains
were maintained during the two-month follow-up period.

Conclusion: Both MBCT and self-efficacy training are effective interventions for improving
psychological symptoms in anxious female heads of households; however, MBCT appears to provide
broader and stronger therapeutic benefits, particularly for depression, anxiety, aggression, and overall
psychological distress. Its sustained effects support its application in psychological and healthcare
services for this vulnerable population.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Female heads of households constitute a particularly
vulnerable social group because they are often required to
simultaneously manage economic, caregiving, emotional,
and social responsibilities with limited material and
interpersonal resources. The accumulation of these demands
may expose them to chronic stress, anxiety, depressive
symptoms, interpersonal  difficulties, and  broader
psychological distress. Evidence from research on women
facing work—family role conflicts has shown that lower
perceived efficacy in managing competing responsibilities is
associated with higher levels of depression, anxiety, and
stress, suggesting that psychological resources such as self-
efficacy may play an important protective role in stressful
life circumstances (Kugiikkaya & Sut, 2022). In female-
headed households, interventions that strengthen coping
resources, emotional regulation, and mental health may
therefore be particularly important because many of the
stressors experienced by these women are persistent rather
than transient (Gimbel et al., 2022).

Anxiety is one of the central psychological difficulties
that may emerge in this context. Persistent worry,
hypervigilance, negative anticipation, and difficulty
regulating emotional responses can influence social
functioning, decision-making, and quality of life. Previous
studies conducted with women experiencing chronic illness,
pain, or other stressful conditions have demonstrated that
psychological distress is closely related to self-efficacy, fear,
avoidance, and coping processes. Structural relationships
among pain intensity, self-efficacy, fear, and psychological
distress have been reported in women with rheumatoid
arthritis (Peymani & Aghajanihashjin, 2022; Sar Masti
Emami et al., 2022). Likewise, women with migraine have
been found to differ from healthy individuals in pain-related
anxiety, pain self-efficacy, and coping strategies (Mikaeili &
Ahmadi, 2021; Mikaeili & Ahmadi, 2022). These findings

support the view that psychological adjustment depends not

only on the objective presence of stressful conditions but
also on how individuals appraise their ability to manage
them.

Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s belief in their
capacity to organize and execute the behaviors needed to
cope successfully with challenges and achieve desired
outcomes. Higher self-efficacy may increase persistence,
active coping, and perceived control, whereas low self-
efficacy may contribute to helplessness, avoidance, and
emotional distress. Cognitive-behavioral interventions have
been shown to increase self-efficacy and reduce social
anxiety in women with a history of domestic violence
(Ebrahimi & Habibi, 2020). Similarly, training programs
designed for pregnant women with childbirth-related anxiety
have been found to improve self-efficacy and reduce fear of
childbirth (Rezaei et al., 2024). Evidence from health-related
populations further supports the role of self-efficacy as a
mediator between distress and adaptive functioning. For
example, self-efficacy has been shown to mediate the
relationships of diabetes distress and depressive symptoms
with disease management and glycemic control (Gao et al.,
2022). In women newly diagnosed with breast cancer, a
phone-based support program targeting self-care was also
associated with improvements in self-care self-efficacy,
psychological distress, and quality of life (Chen et al., 2024).

Alongside self-efficacy-based interventions,
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy has gained substantial
attention as an intervention for anxiety, depression,
emotional dysregulation, and repetitive negative thinking.
Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy integrates cognitive
therapeutic principles with mindfulness exercises that train
individuals to observe thoughts and emotions without
immediate judgment or reaction. This process may reduce
overidentification with negative cognitions, interrupt
rumination and worry, and increase awareness of present-
moment experience. Recent evidence has shown that the
relationship between mindfulness and depressed mood may

operate through sequential reductions in rumination and
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anxiety state (Luo et al., 2025). This mechanism is especially
relevant for women exposed to chronic social and family
stressors because persistent worry and repetitive negative
thinking may maintain psychological distress even when
external stressors cannot be eliminated.

A growing body of evidence supports the effectiveness of
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy in women with
anxiety-related conditions. In women with generalized
anxiety disorder, mindfulness-based cognitive therapy has
been associated with improvements in affective capital and
meta-emotion (Najafi et al., 2024), while another study
reported beneficial effects on mental well-being and
psychological security (Sarabadani et al., 2023). Among
women with dental anxiety, mindfulness-based cognitive
therapy improved cognitive emotion regulation and reduced
perceived stress (Seyedi & Moghadadi, 2023). More recent
findings have also indicated that mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy can reduce cognitive anxiety and improve
social competence in women with social anxiety disorder
(Hatam et al., 2026). These studies suggest that mindfulness
may influence not only anxiety severity but also broader
emotional and interpersonal processes.

Mindfulness-based interventions may also be particularly
useful for psychological symptoms involving intrusive
thoughts, distress intolerance, and maladaptive emotional
responding. In  women with obsessive-compulsive
symptoms, mindfulness-based cognitive therapy has been
shown to improve emotion regulation and distress tolerance
(zareei et al., 2024; Zarei et al., 2023). Other studies have
emphasized the mediating role of mindfulness in
relationships involving perceived support, experiential
avoidance, and distress tolerance (Javanmardi et al., 2024;
Nazmabadi et al., 2024). Moreover, mindfulness-based
approaches have demonstrated effectiveness in reducing
anxiety and maladaptive beliefs among older women (Barghi
Irani & Dehghan Saber, 2021), and mindfulness-based stress
reduction has been found to reduce health anxiety and
negative  affect

among women with hypertension

(Zomorrodi et al., 2026). Findings from acceptance-based
further

relationship with difficult internal experiences can improve

interventions suggest that changing one’s
quality of life and anxiety-related outcomes (Ahmadi &
Valizadeh, 2021). Together, these findings indicate that

mindfulness may address a broad range of cognitive,

emotional, and behavioral processes underlying
psychological distress.
Despite the growing evidence supporting both

mindfulness-based cognitive therapy and self-efficacy
training, relatively few studies have directly compared these
two approaches among anxious female heads of households.
This population is important because it experiences multiple
simultaneous stressors that may require both improved
perceived competence and enhanced emotion-regulation
capacity. Self-efficacy training may primarily strengthen
beliefs in personal competence, persistence, and control,
whereas mindfulness-based cognitive therapy may more
directly target worry, rumination, cognitive fusion,
emotional reactivity, and experiential avoidance. Therefore,
comparing these interventions may clarify whether one
approach produces broader or more durable effects on
psychological symptoms. The present study aimed to
compare the effectiveness of mindfulness-based cognitive
therapy and self-efficacy training on psychological
symptoms in anxious female heads of households and to
examine the maintenance of treatment effects during follow-
up.

Methods and Materials

This clinical trial used a three-group pretest—posttest—
follow-up design. The statistical population consisted of
anxious female heads of households living in Tehran in
2022. Participants were screened in two stages. Initially, 200
women meeting the basic eligibility criteria completed the
Beck Anxiety Inventory. Women who obtained scores more
than one standard deviation above the mean were considered
for the second stage. Sixty women meeting the anxiety
criterion and confirmed by a clinical psychologist were

identified, and 45 participants were randomly selected and
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randomly assigned to one of three groups: mindfulness-
based cognitive therapy, self-efficacy training, or control,
with 15 participants in each group.

Eligibility criteria included being a female head of
household, age between 25 and 45 years, at least a high
school diploma, absence of a significant physical illness, no
major psychological disorder, no psychological treatment
during the previous six months, and willingness to
participate. At the second stage, participants were required
to have elevated anxiety scores, no psychiatric or personality
disorder according to structured clinical interview, and
written informed consent. Failure to provide consent and
absence from more than two sessions were considered
exclusion criteria.

Data were collected using a demographic questionnaire,
the Beck Anxiety Inventory, and the Symptom Checklist-90-
Revised. The Beck Anxiety Inventory consists of 21 items
scored from 0 to 3, with total scores ranging from O to 63.
The SCL-90-R contains 90 items rated on a five-point Likert
scale and assesses multiple psychological symptom
dimensions, including somatization, obsessive-compulsive
symptoms, interpersonal sensitivity, depression, anxiety,
aggression, phobic anxiety, paranoid ideation, psychoticism,
and an overall psychological symptom score.

The mindfulness-based cognitive therapy group received
eight 90-minute sessions based on the standard mindfulness-
based cognitive therapy protocol. The sessions included
mindful eating, body scan exercises, awareness of routine
activities, monitoring pleasant and unpleasant events, sitting
meditation, mindful walking, three-minute breathing space,
acceptance exercises, cognitive decentering, recognition that
thoughts are not facts, self-care, and consolidation of
acquired skills. The self-efficacy group also received eight
90-minute sessions. The intervention focused on introducing
identifying

strengthening positive self-beliefs, increasing responsibility,

self-efficacy, personal  competencies,

recognizing negative automatic thoughts, mental imagery,

relaxation, positive self-talk, problem-solving, and

application of self-efficacy principles to stressful situations.

The control group remained on a waiting list during the study
period.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. Descriptive
statistics were calculated for demographic and study
variables. Mixed between-within subjects analysis of
variance was used to examine the effects of time and group.
Normality was assessed using the Shapiro-Wilk test,
homogeneity of variance using Levene’s test, and
homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices using Box’s
M test. Outliers were examined using SPSS Explore.
Mauchly’s test was used to assess sphericity; because the
assumption of sphericity was violated, Greenhouse-Geisser-
corrected results were interpreted. Bonferroni-adjusted
pairwise comparisons were used to identify significant
differences between groups and measurement occasions.
The significance level was set at .05.

Findings

The mean age of participants was 33.13+3.85 years in the
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy group, 35.7316.31
years in the self-efficacy training group, and 34.80+4.45
years in the control group. Mixed analysis of variance
indicated significant time effects across all psychological
symptom dimensions. Between-group effects were also
statistically significant for somatization, F=21.449, p<.001,
np*=.505; obsessive-compulsive symptoms, F=10.330,
p<.001, mnp*=.330; interpersonal sensitivity, F=13.271,
p<.001, np*=.387; depression, F=23.217, p<.001, np*=.525;
anxiety, F=60.228, p<.001, np?>=.741; aggression, F=33.206,
p<.001, mp*=.613; phobic anxiety, F=25.892, p<.001,
np*=.552; paranoid ideation, F=18.851, p<.001, np*=.473;
psychoticism, F=10.663, p<.001, nmp>=.337; and total
psychological symptoms, F=157.204, p<.001, np*=.882.

Bonferroni  pairwise  comparisons showed that
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy produced significantly
greater improvement than both self-efficacy training and the
control condition in somatization, obsessive-compulsive
symptoms, interpersonal sensitivity, paranoid ideation, and
psychoticism. In contrast, self-efficacy training did not differ

significantly from the control group on these dimensions.
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For depression, anxiety, aggression, and total psychological
symptoms, both active interventions differed significantly
from the control group, and mindfulness-based cognitive
therapy was significantly more effective than self-efficacy
training. For phobic anxiety, both interventions were
significantly more effective than the control condition, but
the difference between mindfulness-based cognitive therapy
and self-efficacy training was not statistically significant.
Follow-up comparisons further indicated that the treatment
effects observed at posttest were largely maintained over the
follow-up period.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that both mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy and self-efficacy training can reduce
psychological symptoms in anxious female heads of
households, although mindfulness-based cognitive therapy
produced broader and stronger effects across several
symptom dimensions. The significant effects observed for
depression, anxiety, aggression, and total psychological
symptoms suggest that both interventions can enhance
psychological adjustment in women exposed to chronic role-
related and social pressures.

The stronger performance of mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy may be explained by the breadth of
mechanisms it targets. By training participants to observe
internal experiences without immediate judgment, reduce
cognitive fusion, and disengage from repetitive negative
thinking, mindfulness may simultaneously influence
anxiety, depressive affect, obsessive thinking, interpersonal
sensitivity, and broader psychological distress. Its stronger
effects on somatization, obsessive-compulsive symptoms,
paranoid ideation, and psychoticism suggest that changing
the individual’s relationship with intrusive thoughts and
bodily sensations may be especially important when

psychological symptoms are multidimensional.

Self-efficacy training was nevertheless effective in
reducing several core symptoms. Increasing perceived
competence, strengthening positive self-appraisals, and
improving persistence in the face of difficulties may reduce
helplessness and anxiety and support more adaptive coping.
For female heads of households, who often face demanding
and persistent responsibilities, enhanced beliefs in personal
capability may provide an important psychological resource.
However, because self-efficacy training primarily targets
perceived control and coping confidence, its effects may be
less comprehensive than those of mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy when symptoms are driven by rumination,
cognitive reactivity, or intrusive internal experiences.

The absence of a significant difference between the two
interventions for phobic anxiety indicates that both
approaches may influence fear through different but
comparably effective mechanisms. Mindfulness may reduce
avoidance and reactivity toward feared experiences, whereas
self-efficacy may increase confidence in coping with
threatening situations. The maintenance of gains during
follow-up is also clinically important because it suggests that
participants were able to continue using the learned skills
beyond the formal intervention period.

Overall, the study supports the use of structured
psychological interventions for anxious female heads of
households. Both mindfulness-based cognitive therapy and
self-efficacy training were effective, but mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy showed greater overall efficacy,
particularly for depression, anxiety, aggression, and global
psychological symptoms. These findings suggest that
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy may be especially
suitable when treatment goals involve broad reduction of
psychological distress, while self-efficacy training may
remain a useful complementary or alternative approach for

strengthening perceived competence and coping capacity.
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