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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and
Commitment-Based Group Counseling and Group Narrative Therapy on
emotional-behavioral problems in elementary school girls from single-parent
families in Nishapur. A quasi-experimental pretest—posttest control group
design was used. The population included all elementary single-parent girls
in Nishapur during the second semester of 2023—-2024. Forty-five students (15
per group) were selected via convenience sampling and randomly assigned to
two experimental groups and one control group. The first experimental group
received 10 sessions (60 minutes each) of Acceptance and Commitment-
Based Group Counseling, and the second received 9 sessions (90 minutes
each) of Group Narrative Therapy. Data were collected using the Revised
Behavior Problem Checklist (Quay & Peterson, 1987) and analyzed through
multivariate and univariate covariance analyses using SPSS-23. Results
indicated that both interventions significantly reduced emotional-behavioral
problems (p<0.05, 1n*=0.20), while no significant difference was found
between the two therapeutic approaches. Bonferroni post hoc tests revealed
that both intervention groups outperformed the control group significantly.
Both Acceptance and Commitment-Based Group Counseling and Group
Narrative Therapy are effective in reducing emotional and behavioral
problems in single-parent girls. These findings highlight the value of group-
based psychological interventions focusing on emotional acceptance and
narrative reconstruction for enhancing the mental health of vulnerable
students.

Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment-Based Group Counseling, Group
Narrative Therapy, Emotional-Behavioral Problems, Single-Parent Students
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

In recent decades, the number of single-parent families has grown steadily across many societies, creating new
psychosocial challenges for children and adolescents. Children raised by a single parent are exposed to a
variety of stressors, including emotional deprivation, economic hardship, and social isolation, which
collectively increase their vulnerability to emotional and behavioral problems (Joseph et al., 2021). Empirical
evidence suggests that these children tend to display higher levels of anxiety, depression, aggression, and social
withdrawal compared to those from two-parent families (Shakri Nasab et al., 2022). The absence of one
parent often results in reduced emotional security and limited modeling of coping behaviors, factors which are
crucial for healthy emotional regulation and behavioral development (Ayano et al., 2021).

The emotional-behavioral problems of children are strongly influenced by the quality of the parent—child
relationship and the parent’s ability to mentalize and respond to the child’s emotions (Dollberg et al., 2021).
However, single parents, due to their dual responsibilities and higher psychological burden, may experience
difficulties in maintaining consistent and supportive interactions with their children (Mobini Kesh et al.,
2024). Consequently, these children are at greater risk of developing maladaptive emotional responses and
behavioral dysregulation. The COVID-19 pandemic further intensified these challenges, as social isolation,
school closures, and increased parental stress led to worsening mental health outcomes in children (Al Omari
etal., 2020; Cooke et al., 2022). These findings underscore the urgency of developing effective psychological
interventions that can promote emotional resilience and reduce behavioral difficulties in this vulnerable group.
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Among contemporary psychological interventions, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) has emerged
as a promising approach for addressing emotional and behavioral disorders. As a third-wave cognitive-
behavioral therapy, ACT emphasizes acceptance of internal experiences, mindfulness, and commitment to
value-based actions (Westrup, 2014). Rather than attempting to eliminate negative emotions or intrusive
thoughts, ACT teaches individuals to change their relationship with these experiences through psychological
flexibility. Research has demonstrated that ACT-based interventions effectively reduce experiential avoidance,
enhance emotion regulation, and improve mental well-being in both adults and children (Jin et al., 2021; Liu
et al., 2023). School-based applications of ACT have shown significant reductions in anxiety and behavioral
problems among students (Petersen et al., 2023), while comparative studies indicate its usefulness in
addressing various forms of emotional dysregulation (Moharrami et al., 2024).

In parallel, Group Narrative Therapy (GNT) has gained increasing attention as an experiential, meaning-
oriented therapeutic approach. Based on the principle that individuals construct meaning through personal
narratives, GNT aims to help clients rewrite and re-author their life stories to form more adaptive self-concepts
(Morgan & Brown, 2025). This approach empowers children to identify strengths and reshape negative self-
narratives, fostering resilience and self-efficacy (Hawke et al., 2023). Evidence from both international and
Iranian studies supports the effectiveness of narrative therapy in improving emotional regulation, reducing
anxiety, and enhancing social adjustment among children facing familial disruptions (Emadi et al., 2015;
Karibwende et al.,, 2023). Furthermore, meta-analyses confirm that narrative-based approaches are
particularly beneficial for children exposed to trauma, abandonment, or parental loss (Wei & Chen, 2021).
Given the conceptual overlap between ACT and GNT—yparticularly in their focus on meaning-making,
acceptance, and empowerment—it is theoretically plausible that both may alleviate emotional-behavioral
problems in single-parent children through distinct yet complementary mechanisms. ACT achieves this by
increasing awareness and acceptance of internal states, whereas GNT helps reconstruct life stories into
coherent, hopeful narratives. Despite substantial empirical support for each approach individually, comparative
studies assessing their relative effectiveness in single-parent populations remain limited (Jaraareh et al.,
2023). The present study, therefore, aimed to compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment-
Based Group Counseling and Group Narrative Therapy on emotional and behavioral problems in elementary
school girls from single-parent families in Nishapur, Iran.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest control group design. The statistical population
consisted of all elementary school girls from single-parent families in Nishapur during the second semester of
the 2023-2024 academic year. Using convenience sampling, 45 participants were selected and randomly
assigned to three groups: two experimental groups (Acceptance and Commitment-Based Group Counseling
and Group Narrative Therapy) and one control group, each with 15 participants.

The first experimental group underwent 10 sessions of Acceptance and Commitment-Based Group Counseling
(60 minutes each), following the model proposed by Westrup (2014) and localized for the Iranian context. The
second experimental group received 9 sessions of Group Narrative Therapy (90 minutes each), based on
O’Hanlon’s (1994) structured framework adapted for children. The control group did not receive any
intervention during the study period.

The Revised Behavior Problem Checklist (Quay & Peterson, 1987) was used to assess emotional-behavioral
problems before and after the intervention. The instrument demonstrated strong internal consistency
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.98). Data were analyzed using multivariate and univariate covariance analyses
(MANCOVA and ANCOVA) through SPSS-23 software, after confirming assumptions of normality,
homogeneity of variance, and regression slope equality.

Findings
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Descriptive statistics revealed that pretest mean scores of emotional-behavioral problems were similar across
the three groups, indicating initial homogeneity. Posttest results, however, demonstrated a noticeable decline
in mean scores of both experimental groups compared to the control group. Specifically, multivariate
covariance analysis indicated that both interventions had significant effects on emotional-behavioral problems
(p < 0.05, n> = 0.20). The univariate ANCOVA results further confirmed that both Acceptance and
Commitment-Based Group Counseling and Group Narrative Therapy significantly reduced emotional-
behavioral symptoms among participants.

The Bonferroni post hoc test showed that the control group differed significantly from both experimental
groups (p < 0.05), whereas the difference between the two treatment groups was not statistically significant (p
> 0.05). These findings suggest that both interventions were equally effective in improving participants’
emotional and behavioral functioning. The observed effect size (n? = 0.20) indicates a moderate to large
magnitude of treatment impact.

Qualitative feedback from participants further supported the quantitative outcomes. Many students in both
experimental groups reported improved self-understanding, enhanced ability to express emotions, reduced
irritability, and better social interactions with peers and teachers. Teachers and parents also observed a decrease
in oppositional behavior, impulsivity, and emotional outbursts following the interventions. Collectively, these
findings demonstrate the psychological value and practical applicability of both ACT and GNT approaches
within educational and counseling settings.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study confirmed that both Acceptance and Commitment-Based Group Counseling and
Group Narrative Therapy were effective in reducing emotional-behavioral problems among single-parent
elementary school girls. These findings are consistent with previous research demonstrating the efficacy of
ACT in promoting emotion regulation, reducing experiential avoidance, and improving psychological well-
being in children and adolescents. Through processes such as mindfulness, acceptance, and cognitive defusion,
ACT encourages individuals to engage with difficult emotions rather than suppress them, leading to greater
emotional balance and behavioral adaptability.

In the context of this study, group-based ACT sessions likely provided participants with opportunities to
observe and learn adaptive coping strategies from peers, which enhanced self-awareness and resilience. The
shared environment of the group may have amplified therapeutic outcomes through mutual support and
normalization of emotional experiences. This aligns with evidence suggesting that group ACT formats can
foster psychological flexibility and reduce anxiety in school-aged populations.

Similarly, the observed effectiveness of Group Narrative Therapy can be attributed to its focus on
reconstructing self-narratives and fostering a sense of agency. For many children from single-parent families,
feelings of loss, shame, or inadequacy dominate their self-perceptions. GNT provides a structured process for
externalizing problems—helping children to separate their identities from their difficulties—and encourages
them to re-author stories that highlight competence, courage, and hope. In this study, the collective sharing of
experiences within the group likely reinforced a sense of belonging and emotional validation, which in turn
contributed to the reduction of emotional distress.

The absence of significant differences between the two therapeutic methods suggests that both interventions
operate through parallel mechanisms that enhance psychological resilience and emotional regulation. While
ACT primarily modifies the relationship between the individual and their internal experiences, GNT
transforms the meaning of those experiences. Both approaches, therefore, converge on promoting acceptance,
self-awareness, and adaptive action—core components of mental health and adjustment.

The findings of this research have important implications for educational and clinical practice. First, they
highlight the utility of integrating structured, group-based psychological interventions within school
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counseling programs to support children from single-parent households. Second, the comparable effectiveness
of ACT and GNT offers flexibility for counselors and psychologists to select interventions that align with the
cultural and developmental needs of their clients. Third, the group setting not only reduces the cost of
psychological interventions but also enhances peer connection and collective learning, making it a practical
and sustainable option for school-based counseling systems.

Nevertheless, several considerations warrant attention. Although both interventions produced significant short-
term improvements, the absence of long-term follow-up limits conclusions about the durability of these effects.
Additionally, cultural factors may shape how children internalize and express emotional experiences,
suggesting that localized adaptations of these therapies are essential for maximum effectiveness. Future studies
could explore the integration of ACT and narrative components into a hybrid intervention model to leverage
the strengths of both approaches.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the growing body of evidence supporting third-wave and narrative-
based interventions in child and adolescent psychology. By demonstrating the comparable effectiveness of
Acceptance and Commitment-Based Group Counseling and Group Narrative Therapy, it emphasizes the
importance of fostering acceptance, meaning-making, and community in promoting emotional well-being.
These interventions not only reduce emotional-behavioral symptoms but also empower children to redefine
their identities in the face of adversity, providing a pathway toward resilience and psychological growth.
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