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The co-occurrence of obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) and the
challenges. of caring for a child with multiple disabilities can
significantly affect mothers' mental health. The present study aimed to
investigate the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT) in reducing‘ebsessive-compulsive symptoms among mothers
of children with. multiple disabilities. This study employed a single-
case experimental design with multiple baselines across participants
and was conducted with four mothers diagnosed with OCD residing in
Isfahan, Iran. Data were collected using the Padua Inventory (PI),
which was administered during the baseline, intervention, and one-
month follow-up phases. The intervention consisted of eight £°-
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minute ACT sessions. Data were analyzed using percentage of
improvement, the Reliable Change Index (RCI), and visual analysis of
the graphed data. The findings indicated that Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy produced a clinically significant reduction in
obsessive-compulsive symptoms among all participants, and these
improvements were maintained at the one-month follow-up. The
results suggest that ACT is an effective intervention for this
population by changing individuals' relationship with intrusive
thoughts and enhancing psychological flexibility. Therefore, the
development and implementation of similar programs for other
populations experiencing high levels of family-related stress may
contribute to expanding the application of this therapeutic approach
within the Iranian cultural context.

Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), Obsessive-
Compulsive Disorder (OCD), Mothers of Childten with Multiple
Disabilities, Single-Case Experimental Design.

Extended Abstract
Introduction

Children with multiple disabilities often experience physical,
neurological, motor, cognitive,.or genetic impairments that can affect
different aspects of their.development and require extensive care,
education, and support. The birth or diagnosis of a child with multiple
disabilities can create considerable psychological pressure for parents
and may . be accompanied by feelings of shock, confusion,
helplessness, . anxiety, . frustration, uncertainty about the future,
concerns about tesponsibility, and limitations in social and family life.
Mothers, who, are often more directly involved in the daily care of
their children, may experience greater psychological and emotional
burdens, particularly when adequate social and economic support is
unavailable.

Previous studies have reported higher levels of psychological distress,
including depression and anxiety, among mothers of children with
disabilities compared with mothers of typically developing children.
Such psychological difficulties may negatively affect mothers' quality
of life and their ability to cope effectively with the ongoing demands
of caregiving. Obsessive-compulsive symptoms may further intensify
these difficulties. Obsessive thoughts and compulsive behaviors can



involve excessive doubt, perfectionism, checking, washing, ordering,
and attempts to control unwanted internal experiences.

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) is a third-wave
cognitive-behavioral approach that aims to increase psychological
flexibility rather than eliminate unwanted thoughts and emotions. The
six core processes of ACT include acceptance, cognitive defusion,
self-as-context, contact with the present moment, clarification of
values, and committed action. By changing individuals' relationships
with their thoughts and emotions rather than attempting to change
their content, ACT may reduce experiential avoidance and the impact
of intrusive thoughts. Previous research has  .demonstrated the
effectiveness of ACT in reducing anxiety, depression, obsessive-
compulsive symptoms, and psychological distress. However,
relatively few studies have specifically examined the effectiveness of
ACT in mothers of children with multiple disabilities who experience
obsessive-compulsive symptoms.

Therefore, the present study aimed to examine the effect of
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on/ obsessive-compulsive
symptoms in mothers of children with multiple disabilities.

Research Question

Can Acceptance and Commitment Therapy reduce obsessive-
compulsive symptoms in ~mothers of children with multiple
disabilities?

Literature Review

Previous research indicates that parents, particularly mothers, of
children with disabilities are exposed to substantial and persistent
psychological stress. The demands of caregiving, concerns about the
child's future, limited social support, and difficulties in family and
social functioning may increase vulnerability to psychological
problems. Obsessive-compulsive symptoms can further interfere with
daily functioning by increasing intrusive thoughts, excessive doubt,
checking, washing, ordering, and attempts to control unpleasant
internal experiences.

ACT has been increasingly applied to psychological disorders
characterized by experiential avoidance and cognitive fusion. Rather
than challenging the accuracy of obsessive thoughts, ACT teaches
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individuals to observe thoughts as mental events and to reduce their
struggle with unwanted internal experiences. Cognitive defusion can
weaken the perceived power and threatening nature of intrusive
thoughts, while acceptance can help individuals experience anxiety
and discomfort without automatically responding through compulsive
behaviors. Mindfulness and present-moment awareness may further
improve emotional tolerance, whereas values clarification and
committed action can help individuals organize their behavior around
personally meaningful goals.

Research conducted in both national and international contexts has
provided evidence for the effectiveness of ACT in reducing
psychological symptoms and improving psychological flexibility.
Nevertheless, the specific population .of mothers of children with
multiple disabilities and obsessive-compulsive symptoms has received
limited empirical attention. This gap highlights the need for further
investigation of ACT as a potentially “useful psychological
intervention for this group.

Methodology

The present study was an applied research project conducted using a
single-subject A-B-Av return-to-baseline design. The A-B-A design
consisted of three phases: the initial baseline phase (A)), the
intervention phase (B), and the follow-up or return-to-baseline phase
(AY). Changes between phases were determined according to the
stability. of behavioral data_rather than a predetermined number of
sessions.

The study population consisted of mothers with obsessive-compulsive
symptoms who had  children with multiple disabilities enrolled in
special schools in Isfahan Province in Y+YY. Four participants were
selected purposively according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria.
Inclusion criteria included a formal diagnosis of obsessive-compulsive
disorder based .on' DSM criteria by a clinical psychologist or
psychiatrist, stability of medication type and dosage when applicable,
informed consent to participate, and no concurrent psychological
treatment. Participants with personality disorders, substance misuse,
or more than two missed treatment sessions were excluded.

The Padua Obsessive-Compulsive Questionnaire was used to assess
obsessive-compulsive symptoms. The questionnaire consists of ¥4
self-report items rated on a five-point scale from * to ¢, with total



scores ranging from + to ‘1. It assesses several dimensions of
obsessive-compulsive symptoms, including obsessive thoughts and
impulses related to harm, contamination obsessions, washing
compulsions, checking compulsions, orderliness compulsions, violent
obsessive thoughts, and stealing impulses. Higher scores indicate
greater symptom severity. The reported Cronbach's alpha coefficient
for the instrument was +,9Y.

The intervention was based on the Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy protocol developed by Twohig (Y+*¢). Each participant
received eight individual ¢°-minute sessions at a licensed counseling
center in Isfahan. The intervention was delivered by a master's-level
rehabilitation counseling student under the supervision of the thesis
advisor, and adherence to the treatment, protocol was monitored using
a checklist.

The first session focused on initial assessment; identifying obsessive
thoughts and compulsive behaviors, introducing ACT, and explaining
the concept of creative hopelessness. The second session introduced
ACT metaphors such as the “pit” and “tug-of-war with a monster” to
illustrate the consequences. of struggling with unwanted internal
experiences. Sessions three and four focused on thought suppression
and cognitive defusion through experiential exercises and metaphors.
Sessions five and six addressed self-as-context, cognitive defusion,
present-moment awareness, and behavioral commitment. Sessions
seven and eight focused on values clarification and committed action,
with an'emphasis on applying ACT skills in daily life and reducing
reliance on.compulsive behaviors.

Obsessive-compulsive ~ symptoms were assessed during the
intervention at selected even-numbered sessions to reduce fatigue and
potential interference caused by repeated measurement. A one-month
follow-up assessment was also conducted.

Data were analyzed using visual analysis of graphs, percentage of
improvement, and the Reliable Change Index (RCI). A reduction of
©+7 or more in symptoms was considered a successful therapeutic
response, a reduction of Yo—£47 was considered moderate
improvement, and a reduction of less than Yo/ was considered
unsuccessful. An absolute RCI value of Y,47 or greater indicated that
the observed change was statistically reliable at the 197 confidence
level.
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Results

Visual analysis of the participants' data indicated a positive trend in
obsessive-compulsive symptoms following the implementation of
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy. The percentage of
improvement and Reliable Change Index demonstrated reductions in
obsessive-compulsive symptoms across the participants.

The findings indicated that ACT was associated with clinically
meaningful improvements in obsessive-compulsive symptoms among
mothers of children with multiple disabilities. The follow-up
assessment also suggested that the improvements were maintained
after the completion of the intervention. Because the numerical values
of the individual participant scores were not included in.the provided
text, specific participant-level statistics are not reported here.

Discussion

The findings suggest that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy can
be effective in reducing obsessive-compulsive symptoms among
mothers of children with multiple disabilities. One possible
explanation for this effect is. that ACT changes the individual's
relationship with intrusive thoughts rather than attempting to eliminate
them. In obsessive-compulsive. disorder, intrusive thoughts may be
interpreted as threatening. or unacceptable, leading individuals to
engage in compulsive behaviors such as checking, washing, ordering,
or seeking reassurance. Cognitive defusion helps individuals view
thoughts as temporary mental events rather than facts that require
immediate action. This process may weaken the cycle linking
intrusive thoughts, anxiety, and compulsive responses.

Acceptance is another important mechanism through which ACT may
reduce obsessive-compulsive symptoms. Instead of attempting to
suppress unwanted thoughts or control anxiety, participants learn to
tolerate unpleasant internal experiences without automatically
responding to them. This reduction in experiential avoidance may
decrease the need for compulsive behaviors.

Furthermore, clarification of personal values and engagement in
committed action can help mothers shift their behavior from
symptom-driven responses toward meaningful and value-based
activities. For mothers who experience the continuous demands of
caring for a child with multiple disabilities, this process may help



them focus on important areas of life, including effective caregiving,
family relationships, and daily functioning, rather than allowing
obsessive thoughts and compulsive behaviors to determine their
actions.

Mindfulness and present-moment awareness may also increase
emotional tolerance and help participants recognize that anxiety does
not necessarily require a compulsive response. The maintenance of
improvement at follow-up may indicate that ACT affected underlying
psychological processes, particularly experiential avoidance, cognitive
fusion, and psychological inflexibility, rather than producing only a
temporary reduction in symptoms.

The findings are generally consistent with previous:national and
international studies reporting positive effects of ACT on.obsessive-
compulsive symptoms and related psychological difficulties.
However, the results should be interpreted. in light of several
limitations. The small sample size of four participants and the single-
subject design limit the generalizability of the findings. Participants
also differed in the duration and pattern of their symptoms. Reliance
primarily on self-report measures may have introduced reporting bias,
and the one-month follow-up period® was relatively short for
determining the long-term durability of treatment effects. In addition,
real-life caregiving stressors and other life events could influence
participants' psychological responses and could not be fully
controlled.

Future studies should therefore use larger samples, longer follow-up
periods, and. multiple assessment methods, including clinical
interviews _ and. behavioral observations. Comparative studies
examining “ACT alongside other evidence-based psychological
interventions arealso recommended.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy may be an effective psychological intervention for reducing
obsessive-compulsive symptoms in mothers of children with multiple
disabilities. The effectiveness of ACT may be related to its emphasis
on cognitive defusion, acceptance of unwanted internal experiences,
reduction of experiential avoidance, present-moment awareness,
clarification of personal values, and committed action. By increasing
psychological flexibility and reducing the influence of intrusive
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thoughts on behavior, ACT may help mothers respond more
effectively to the psychological challenges associated with long-term
caregiving.

Despite the promising findings, further research with larger samples,
stronger comparative designs, and longer follow-up periods is needed
before the findings can be generalized more broadly.
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