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Abstract:

Objective: The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of hypnotherapy and Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT) on pain intensity in patients with fibromyalgia in Tehran.

Methodology: This semi-experimental study used a pretest—posttest design with a control group
and a three-month follow-up. The sample consisted of 45 patients with fibromyalgia, conveniently
selected from treatment centers in Tehran and randomly assigned into three groups of fifteen (ACT,
hypnotherapy, and control). ACT was delivered in eight sessions, and hypnotherapy in ten sessions,
while the control group received standard pharmacological treatment only. Data were collected
through the McGill Pain Questionnaire (MPQ) at three time points and analyzed using MANCOVA
and Bonferroni post hoc tests.

Findings: MANCOVA results showed significant differences among the groups in all pain
dimensions—including sensory, affective, evaluative, and miscellaneous pain—at both posttest and
follow-up phases (p<0.01). Bonferroni post hoc analysis revealed that at follow-up, the ACT group
showed significantly greater reductions in pain dimensions compared to the hypnotherapy group
(p<0.01), indicating more stable and effective therapeutic outcomes for ACT.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Fibromyalgia is a multifaceted and chronic condition
characterized by widespread musculoskeletal pain, fatigue,
cognitive disturbances, and sleep disorders, which often
severely impair the quality of life of affected individuals.
The etiology of fibromyalgia remains poorly understood, but
its pathophysiology is believed to involve a combination of
central sensitization, neuroendocrine dysregulation, and
psychological vulnerabilities (Rostami et al., 2024). Among
the most debilitating symptoms of this syndrome are chronic
fatigue and the subjective experience of pain, both of which
are resistant to conventional pharmacological treatments
(Vincent et al., 2013). As pharmacotherapy often provides
only partial relief and may carry undesirable side effects, the
need for non-pharmacological interventions targeting the
psychological and cognitive dimensions of fibromyalgia has
gained increasing attention in recent years.

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), a third-
wave behavioral intervention, has emerged as a promising
approach in managing chronic conditions, including
persistent pain and fatigue. ACT emphasizes psychological
flexibility by encouraging individuals to accept unpleasant
experiences, defuse from negative thoughts, and engage in
value-driven behavior (Fang et al., 2023; Li et al., 2021).
Numerous studies have demonstrated ACT’s efficacy in
improving fatigue, psychological distress, and quality of life
in individuals with chronic illnesses (Zhang et al., 2023).
Consistently, ACT has shown effectiveness in reducing
fatigue and depression among individuals with multiple
sclerosis (Javadi et al., 2021), and in improving pain
perception and emotional dysregulation in patients with
rheumatic disorders (Roshandel et al., 2022). Additionally,
ACT has been effective in addressing chronic fatigue
syndrome, particularly among patients with long-standing
neurological illnesses (Nazari et al., 2023).

Hypnotherapy, another intervention explored for chronic

pain management, utilizes relaxation, focused attention, and
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suggestion to influence pain perception and associated
emotional distress (Elkins et al., 2007). Hypnotherapy has
been studied in various clinical populations, with evidence
supporting its role in reducing disability-related pain
(Bowker & Dorstyn, 2014), emotional burden, and symptom
severity. Notably, cognitive-behavioral hypnotherapy has
been found effective in alleviating both physical and
psychological symptoms in patients with premenstrual
disorders and breast cancer ("Effectiveness of Cognitive-
Pain in Patients With

Behavioral Hypnotherapy on

Premenstrual Disorder," 2022; VYusefi et al., 2022).
Furthermore, hypnotherapy has been applied to manage
gastrointestinal discomfort and reduce hyperarousal in
stress-related somatic disorders (Hutomo, 2024). Although
ACT and hypnotherapy each target pain through different
mechanisms—ACT through psychological acceptance and
value-based action, and hypnotherapy through altered states
of consciousness and suggestion—few studies have directly
compared their relative efficacy in the context of
fibromyalgia.

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of ACT
and hypnotherapy on the experience of pain in patients
diagnosed with fibromyalgia. The study was designed to
determine which intervention provides more sustained
improvement and whether either technique significantly
outperforms a control group receiving standard
pharmacological care.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a semi-experimental design with a
pretest-posttest control group and a three-month follow-up.
Participants were selected through convenience sampling
from hospitals and pain clinics in Tehran, based on a
confirmed diagnosis of fibromyalgia by rheumatologists or
spine specialists. Inclusion criteria included taking basic
pain medications, minimum educational level of junior high
school, residency in Tehran, and written informed consent.
Exclusion criteria included comorbid psychiatric disorders,

use of specialized fibromyalgia medications during the
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intervention, participation in other psychotherapeutic
programs, hospitalization in psychiatric facilities, and
missing more than three treatment sessions.

A total of 45 participants were randomly assigned to three
(15

individuals each). The ACT intervention followed the

equal groups: ACT, hypnotherapy, and control
protocol by Wicksell and colleagues for chronic pain,
delivered over eight 60-minute sessions. The hypnotherapy
protocol was based on classical and cognitive-behavioral
hypnosis techniques drawn from established manuals,
delivered over ten 60-minute sessions. The control group
received only routine pharmacological care for
fibromyalgia.

Data collection was conducted in three phases (pretest,
posttest, and follow-up) using the McGill Pain Questionnaire
(MPQ), which assesses four dimensions of pain: sensory,
affective, evaluative, and miscellaneous. Data analysis was
performed using SPSS-26. Multivariate analysis of
covariance (MANCOVA) and repeated measures ANOVA
were used to examine group differences, followed by
Bonferroni post hoc tests for pairwise comparisons.
Assumptions for statistical tests, including normality,
homogeneity of variance, and independence of observations,
were verified prior to analysis.

Findings

Inferential analyses revealed significant between-group
differences across all dimensions of pain in both posttest and
follow-up phases. MANCOVA results indicated that the
ACT and hypnotherapy groups reported significantly lower
scores in sensory, affective, and evaluative pain dimensions
compared to the control group (p < 0.01). Additionally, ACT
participants maintained significantly lower pain scores in the
follow-up phase, while the hypnotherapy group showed a
slight regression in outcomes.

In the sensory pain dimension, the ACT group showed a
mean reduction from 29.29 (pretest) to 18.12 (posttest) and
19.82 (follow-up), while the hypnotherapy group improved
from 29.17 to 17.67 but regressed to 23.22 at follow-up.

Bonferroni post hoc tests revealed that differences between
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ACT and hypnotherapy were non-significant at posttest but
became significant at follow-up (p < 0.01), indicating more
stable outcomes for ACT.

In the affective dimension, ACT and hypnotherapy both
significantly outperformed the control group at posttest
(mean differences: 6.67 and 6.73 respectively, p < 0.01). At
follow-up, ACT maintained its advantage (mean difference
vs. control: 7.76), while hypnotherapy’s efficacy diminished
(mean difference vs. control: 4.10). The difference between
ACT and hypnotherapy at follow-up (mean = -3.66, p <
0.01) further confirmed the superior durability of ACT.

Evaluative pain also showed significant reductions in
both treatment groups. At posttest, the ACT group scored
significantly lower than control (mean difference = 1.77, p <
0.01), and maintained this advantage at follow-up (mean
difference = 1.88, p < 0.01). Meanwhile, the hypnotherapy
group exhibited partial relapse, and the difference between
ACT and hypnotherapy became statistically significant at
follow-up (p <0.01).

In the miscellaneous pain dimension, both interventions
reduced scores at posttest (ACT: 7.16, hypnotherapy: 6.77
vs. control, p < 0.01), but again, ACT retained greater
reductions at follow-up (mean difference with control: 6.84)
compared to hypnotherapy (3.71). The difference between
ACT and hypnotherapy became statistically significant in
this dimension as well (p < 0.01).

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study indicate that both hypnotherapy
and ACT are effective in reducing various dimensions of
pain intensity in patients with fibromyalgia. However, ACT
demonstrated a more durable and stable therapeutic effect
during the follow-up period. The mechanisms underlying
ACT’s sustained effectiveness may relate to its emphasis on
cognitive defusion, emotional acceptance, and value-based
behavior, which foster long-term psychological resilience
and engagement with meaningful activities despite persistent
physical symptoms.

While hypnotherapy effectively reduced symptom

intensity immediately after intervention, its effects tended to
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wane over time, possibly due to the reliance on suggestibility
and relaxation without sufficient reinforcement or skill-
building for long-term coping. Nevertheless, hypnotherapy
remains a valuable approach, particularly for short-term
symptom relief or for patients who may be less cognitively
or emotionally prepared for structured cognitive-behavioral
interventions.

The study supports the integration of ACT into

multidisciplinary treatment programs for fibromyalgia,
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given its demonstrated impact on both pain perception and
fatigue regulation. By helping patients to reframe their
relationship with suffering and prioritize purposeful living,
ACT offers a transformative framework for chronic illness
management. These findings underscore the importance of
psychological interventions that address both the emaotional
and cognitive aspects of chronic pain syndromes and
validate the role of ACT as a first-line therapy in

psychosomatic care for fibromyalgia.
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