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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT) training in improving psychological flexibility and reducing parental psychological control
among parents of adolescents aged 12-16 years in Dowlatabad, Isfahan.

Methods and Materials: This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design
with a control group. The statistical population consisted of parents of adolescents aged 12-16 years
residing in Dowlatabad, Isfahan. A total of 30 eligible parents were selected through multistage cluster
sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental group (n=15) and a control group (n=15). The
experimental group received eight 90-minute weekly ACT training sessions based on the Bond et al.
protocol, whereas the control group received no intervention during the study period. Data were
collected using the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (CFI) and the Parental Locus of Control (PLOC)
Scale. Multivariate analysis of covariance and follow-up univariate analyses of covariance were
conducted using SPSS version 26.

Findings: Multivariate analysis of covariance indicated a statistically significant overall difference
between the experimental and control groups in the combined dependent variables after controlling for
pretest scores (Wilks” A=0.75, F(2,25)=3.98, p=0.03). Follow-up analyses of covariance demonstrated
that ACT training had a statistically significant effect on parents’ psychological flexibility after
adjustment for baseline scores (p<0.001). A statistically significant intervention effect was also
observed for parental psychological control (p<0.001). Accordingly, the null hypotheses concerning
the absence of intervention effects on both dependent variables were rejected.

Conclusion: ACT training appears to enhance parents’ psychological flexibility while reducing
psychologically controlling parenting tendencies. Through processes such as acceptance, cognitive
defusion, present-moment awareness, values clarification, and committed action, ACT may enable
parents to respond more adaptively to the emotional and interpersonal challenges associated with
adolescence. Therefore, this intervention may be useful in parent-focused psychological and family
programs aimed at promoting more flexible and less controlling parent—adolescent interactions.
Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy; Psychological Flexibility; Parental Psychological
Control; Parenting; Adolescents.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Adolescence is a developmental period characterized by
substantial biological, cognitive, emotional, and social
changes that can significantly affect the dynamics of the
family system. During this stage, adolescents increasingly
seek autonomy, identity formation, independent decision-
making, and greater separation from direct parental
supervision. Although these developmental changes are
normative, they may challenge established patterns of
parenting and create tension within parent-adolescent
relationships. Parents who have difficulty adapting to these
changes may experience heightened frustration, anxiety,
emotional reactivity, and a perceived loss of control.
Consequently, the psychological resources of parents
become particularly important in determining how they
respond to the changing needs and behaviors of their
adolescent children. Among these resources, psychological
flexibility has been identified as a central factor associated
with more adaptive family functioning and healthier
interpersonal relationships (Daks & Rogge, 2020).

Psychological flexibility refers to the ability to remain in
contact with present-moment experiences, accept difficult
internal events, and modify behavior in accordance with
contextual demands and personally meaningful values.
Within parenting, psychological flexibility allows parents to
experience difficult emotions, such as anger, worry,
disappointment, or fear, without immediately reacting
through rigid or coercive behaviors. Parents with greater
psychological flexibility may be more capable of responding
thoughtfully to adolescent behaviors rather than becoming
dominated by inflexible beliefs regarding obedience,
authority, or ideal parenting. Research has suggested that
greater psychological flexibility is associated with improved
emotion regulation, enhanced family functioning, and
healthier relationship processes (Daks & Rogge, 2020; Lopez
et al., 2021). Conversely, psychological inflexibility may

increase the likelihood of experiential avoidance, emotional

reactivity, and maladaptive attempts to control the behavior
or emotional experiences of family members.

One important maladaptive parenting pattern is parental
psychological control. Unlike appropriate behavioral
monitoring, psychological control involves parental
attempts to intrude into the emotional and psychological
world of the child or adolescent through strategies such as
guilt induction, withdrawal of affection, shaming, emotional
manipulation, or excessive pressure. Such controlling
behaviors may become especially problematic during
adolescence because they interfere with the adolescent's
growing need for autonomy. Parents who experience
difficulty tolerating uncertainty, disagreement, or emotional
discomfort may rely more heavily on psychological control
as an immediate strategy for restoring a sense of influence.
Therefore, interventions aimed at increasing parental
acceptance, self-regulation, and psychological flexibility
may potentially reduce controlling parenting patterns and
improve parent-adolescent interactions.

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) is a
contextual behavioral approach that directly targets
psychological flexibility. Rather than attempting to
eliminate unwanted thoughts and feelings, ACT teaches
individuals to alter their relationship with internal
experiences through acceptance, cognitive defusion,
present-moment awareness, self-as-context, clarification of
values, and committed action. When applied to parenting,
ACT may help parents tolerate distressing thoughts and
emotions associated with parenting challenges and respond
in accordance with their parenting values rather than through
automatic emotional reactions. Previous research has shown
that ACT-based parenting interventions may facilitate more
flexible parenting behaviors and improve parental
psychological functioning (Flujas-Contreras & Gomez,
2018). Evidence has also indicated that ACT can improve
psychological flexibility and emotion regulation among
parents of children with special educational needs (Lopez et

al., 2021).
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A growing body of research has supported the usefulness
of ACT among parents experiencing substantial caregiving
demands. Group-based ACT interventions have been found
to reduce parenting stress and enhance psychological
flexibility among mothers of children with autism spectrum
disorder (Shiralinia et al., 2018). Similarly, improvements in
psychological flexibility and health-related outcomes have
been reported following ACT among mothers of autistic
children (Taghvaei et al.,, 2019). Randomized controlled
research has further demonstrated improvements in parental
psychological well-being following ACT interventions
(Marino et al., 2021), while more recent findings have
indicated positive parent, child, and family outcomes among
parents receiving ACT-based interventions (Maughan et al.,
2024). Parenting programs grounded in acceptance and
commitment principles have also been associated with
reduced parenting stress and improvements in other parent
and child health outcomes (Li et al., 2025), as well as
reductions in perceived stress and depressive symptoms and
improvements in parental self-efficacy (Li & Chien, 2026).
More recent evidence has similarly demonstrated the
effectiveness of ACT in reducing parental stress and
increasing psychological flexibility (Alharran et al., 2026).

The effectiveness of ACT has also been investigated in
other parenting contexts. Acceptance- and commitment-
based parenting training has been associated with
improvements in parent—child interaction, parental self-
efficacy, and psychological flexibility among mothers of
children with attention-deficit/hyperactivity  disorder
(Jalilian et al., 2025). Similar parenting interventions have
produced improvements in parental self-efficacy and parent—
child relationships among young mothers (Mottaghi, 2024),
as well as improvements in parental self-compassion and
child emotional outcomes (Ghorbanikhah et al., 2023).
Acceptance- and commitment-based parenting training has
also been associated with improvements in maternal life
satisfaction and reductions in behavioral problems among

children (Jalali et al., 2022). Evidence from co-parenting

interventions further suggests that ACT principles may
contribute to improved self-regulation, co-parenting self-
efficacy, and psychological flexibility (Guida, 2023).
Findings from other populations likewise indicate that ACT
may improve responsibility and self-efficacy by increasing
adaptive engagement with difficult internal experiences
(Hadian et al., 2023).

ACT has also demonstrated benefits among parents
facing serious medical stressors. Pilot randomized controlled
studies involving parents of children with cancer have
suggested that ACT is feasible and may reduce
psychological distress while improving quality of life (Jin et
al., 2022; Jin et al., 2023). Moreover, both face-to-face and
internet-delivered ACT interventions have been shown to
improve parental psychological flexibility, highlighting the
adaptability of this approach across delivery formats (Flujas-
Contreras et al., 2024). Despite the growing evidence
supporting ACT-based parenting interventions, relatively
fewer studies have simultaneously examined their effects on
psychological flexibility and parental psychological control
among parents of typically developing adolescents. This gap
is particularly important because adolescence requires
parents to balance guidance and supervision with respect for
increasing autonomy. Therefore, the present study aimed to
determine the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy training on psychological flexibility and parental
psychological control among parents of adolescents aged 12
to 16 years in Dowlatabad, Isfahan.

Methods and Materials

The present study was applied in purpose and employed
a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control
group. The statistical population consisted of all parents of
adolescents aged 12 to 16 years residing in Dowlatabad,
Isfahan. A total of 30 eligible parents were selected using
multistage cluster sampling. Initially, several secondary
schools were randomly selected from schools located in
Dowlatabad, after which several classes were selected from

the educational grades of the chosen schools. Parents
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meeting the inclusion criteria were then identified through
these classes and randomly assigned to an experimental
group and a control group, with 15 participants in each
group. Inclusion criteria included having an adolescent child
aged 12 to 16 years, having at least basic literacy, absence of
a history of psychiatric disorders or psychiatric medication
use, not receiving concurrent psychological treatment, no
previous participation in similar therapeutic programs, no
history of substance abuse, permanent residence in the study
area, and provision of written informed consent. Exclusion
criteria included absence from more than one intervention
session, failure to complete the study questionnaires,
initiation of psychiatric medication during the study, and
unwillingness to continue participation. Ethical principles,
including confidentiality, voluntary participation, informed
consent, and the right to withdraw, were observed.

Data were collected using the Cognitive Flexibility
Inventory and the Parental Locus of Control Scale. The
experimental group participated in eight 90-minute ACT
sessions conducted once weekly over a two-month period,
while the control group received no intervention and
remained on a waiting list. The intervention focused on
identifying ineffective control strategies, experiential
avoidance, acceptance of unpleasant internal experiences,
cognitive  defusion, self-as-context, present-moment
awareness, values clarification, and committed action.
Homework exercises were assigned after each session to
strengthen the application of the learned skills in everyday
parenting situations.

The collected data were analyzed using SPSS version 26.
Descriptive statistics, including means and standard
deviations, were calculated for the study variables. Before
inferential analyses, statistical assumptions were examined
using the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test for normality, Levene's
test for homogeneity of variances, Box's M test for equality
of covariance matrices, and interaction tests for homogeneity
of regression slopes. Multivariate analysis of covariance was
then conducted to examine the overall intervention effect,

followed by univariate analyses of covariance to evaluate

group differences in psychological flexibility and parental
psychological control after controlling for pretest scores.

Findings

The descriptive results showed substantial changes in the
experimental group following the intervention. The mean
psychological flexibility score in the experimental group
increased from 68.60 at pretest to 105.40 at posttest, whereas
the corresponding score in the control group changed only
from 71.60 to 71.20. In addition, the mean parental
psychological control score in the experimental group
decreased from 125.46 at pretest to 59.73 at posttest,
whereas the control group showed only a slight decrease
from 123.73 to 122.80.

The assumptions required for multivariate analysis were
satisfied. The distributions of the dependent variables did not
significantly deviate from normality. Levene's test was
nonsignificant for psychological flexibility (F=2.56, p=0.12)
and parental psychological control (F=1.88, p=0.18),
confirming homogeneity of error variances. Box's M test
was also nonsignificant (Box's M=3.82, F=1.21, p=0.31),
supporting equality of covariance matrices. Furthermore, the
interaction between group membership and pretest scores
was nonsignificant for psychological flexibility (F=1.22,
p=0.31) and parental psychological control (F=1.08,
p=0.35), confirming homogeneity of regression slopes.

The multivariate analysis revealed a statistically
significant overall group effect on the combined dependent
variables. Wilks' lambda was 0.75, with F(2,25)=3.98,
p=0.03, and an effect size of 0.19. The remaining
multivariate indices produced consistent results. Follow-up
univariate analyses demonstrated a statistically significant
group effect on posttest psychological flexibility after
controlling for baseline scores (F=1034.87, p<0.001,
n>=0.97). A statistically significant effect was also observed
for parental psychological control (F=567.26, p<0.001,
n?=0.95). These findings indicated that ACT training was
associated with a substantial increase in psychological
flexibility and a substantial reduction in parental

psychological control.
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Discussion and Conclusion
The results demonstrated that Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy training was effective in improving
psychological  flexibility —and  reducing  parental
psychological control among parents of adolescents aged 12
to 16 years. The observed increase in psychological
flexibility can be explained by the central processes of ACT.
Parents were trained to become more willing to experience
difficult thoughts and emotions without attempting to
suppress or avoid them. Through cognitive defusion, they
learned to view rigid thoughts about parenting, authority,
obedience, and adolescent behavior as mental events rather
than absolute truths. This process may have enabled them to
consider a wider range of behavioral responses during
challenging interactions with their adolescents.

Present-moment awareness and mindfulness exercises
may also have helped parents reduce automatic emotional
reactions. Instead of responding immediately to adolescent
disagreement, resistance, or autonomy-seeking behavior,
parents may have developed a greater capacity to observe
their emotional states before acting. This creates
psychological space between internal experiences and
behavioral responses and may explain the marked
improvement in psychological flexibility observed after the
intervention.

The reduction in parental psychological control can also
be interpreted within the ACT framework. Psychologically
controlling parenting behaviors may partly function as
attempts to reduce parental discomfort, uncertainty, fear, or
perceived loss of authority. When parents have difficulty

tolerating these experiences, they may attempt to regulate

their own emotions by regulating the adolescent's thoughts,
feelings, or behavior. ACT encourages acceptance of
uncertainty and emotional discomfort, thereby reducing the
need for immediate controlling responses. As parents
become more willing to experience difficult emotions, they
may become less dependent on guilt induction, emotional
pressure, or intrusive control strategies.

Values clarification likely played an additional role in this
process. Parents were encouraged to identify core parenting
values such as respect, empathy, emotional connection,
support, and responsible guidance. Once these values were
made explicit, psychologically controlling behaviors could
be recognized as inconsistent with long-term parenting
goals. Committed action then provided a framework for
replacing reactive behaviors with more deliberate and value-
consistent responses.

Overall, the findings suggest that ACT may
simultaneously strengthen adaptive internal resources and
reduce maladaptive parenting behaviors. By increasing
psychological flexibility, ACT appears to help parents
respond to the developmental challenges of adolescence
with greater acceptance, awareness, and behavioral
flexibility. At the same time, reduced reliance on
psychological control may contribute to healthier parent—
adolescent relationships and provide adolescents with
greater opportunities for autonomy and emotional
development. Therefore, ACT-based parent training may be
considered a useful psychological intervention for parents
experiencing difficulties in adapting to the emotional and

interpersonal demands of adolescence.
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