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Abstract

The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of group cognitive behavioral therapy
on zest for life and psychological distress in adolescents from divorced families. This study
employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest-posttest and a control group. The statistical
population included adolescents from divorced families who referred to counseling centers in
Tehran in 2024. A total of 30 participants were selected through convenience sampling and
randomly assigned into experimental and control groups (15 participants in each group). Data
collection instruments included the Hassanzadeh Zest for Life Questionnaire and the Kessler
Psychological Distress Scale (K-10). The experimental group received eight 90-minute
sessions of group cognitive behavioral therapy, while the control group received no
intervention. Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance. The results
indicated that after controlling for pretest scores, there was a significant difference between the
experimental and control groups in zest for life (P=0.001, F=108.41, n2>=0.58). In addition,
group cognitive behavioral therapy significantly reduced psychological distress among
adolescents (P=0.001, F=132.68, 1*=0.56). The mean scores of zest for life significantly
increased in the experimental group from pretest to posttest, whereas psychological distress
scores significantly decreased. The findings demonstrated the substantial effectiveness of
group cognitive behavioral therapy in improving psychological indicators among adolescents
from divorced families. The findings suggest that group cognitive behavioral therapy, through
modifying dysfunctional thoughts, enhancing coping skills, and strengthening positive
attitudes, can increase zest for life and reduce psychological distress in adolescents from
divorced families. Therefore, the application of this therapeutic approach is recommended in
counseling and psychological service centers for supporting adolescents experiencing parental
divorce.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Divorce is considered one of the most stressful family crises affecting adolescents and has become an important
issue in the field of mental health worldwide. Adolescents from divorced families are often exposed to
emotional instability, reduced parental support, social isolation, anxiety, depression, and psychological
distress. During adolescence, individuals experience substantial cognitive, emotional, and social
transformations; therefore, family disruption may seriously threaten psychological adjustment and healthy
developmental processes. Studies have shown that parental divorce is associated with increased vulnerability
to emotional and behavioral disorders and may negatively influence adolescents’ motivation, sense of purpose,
and emotional functioning (Kartol, 2023; Mahajan & Kaur, 2024). Research also suggests that adolescents
exposed to family conflict and separation frequently report lower emotional security and higher levels of stress
and maladaptive coping behaviors (Diamond et al., 2022; Pine & Garber, 2023). In many cases, the
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psychological effects of divorce persist for years and influence social relationships, academic functioning, and
mental wellbeing (Makiyi, 2025; Schmidt et al., 2025).

One of the important constructs related to adolescent wellbeing is zest for life. Zest for life refers to an
individual’s enthusiasm, energy, motivation, and active engagement with life experiences. Adolescents with
higher levels of zest for life generally demonstrate greater resilience, stronger emotional regulation, and more
adaptive coping strategies in stressful situations. Conversely, adolescents who experience family instability
often report hopelessness, emotional withdrawal, and reduced motivation toward life activities (Gkintoni et
al., 2024; Logon et al., 2024). Previous studies have indicated that traumatic and stressful childhood
experiences can reduce optimism and increase emotional vulnerability among adolescents (Mahajan & Kaur,
2024; Pine & Garber, 2023). Positive psychological variables such as hope, motivation, and zest for life have
recently attracted growing attention because they function as protective factors against depression, anxiety,
and emotional maladjustment (Garber, 2026; Mufson et al., 2026). Therefore, strengthening adolescents’
zest for life may contribute significantly to improving psychological wellbeing among vulnerable populations,
especially adolescents from divorced families.

Psychological distress is another major indicator of mental health that includes symptoms such as anxiety,
depression, stress, emotional tension, and impaired coping ability. Adolescents from divorced families
frequently experience higher levels of psychological distress because of family conflicts, insecurity, disrupted
attachment patterns, and reduced emotional support (Diamond et al., 2022; Rasti & Mohammadi, 2024).
Persistent psychological distress may impair academic achievement, interpersonal functioning, and overall
quality of life (Leduc et al., 2022; Miles et al., 2023). Research has demonstrated that prolonged exposure to
stressful family conditions can lead to maladaptive cognitive schemas, negative automatic thoughts, and
emotional dysregulation (Kartol, 2023; Méndez et al., 2021). Consequently, effective psychological
interventions are necessary to help adolescents develop healthier cognitive and emotional responses to stressful
experiences.

Among contemporary psychological interventions, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) has been recognized
as one of the most effective evidence-based approaches for treating emotional and behavioral problems in
adolescents. CBT is based on the principle that thoughts, emotions, and behaviors are interconnected, and
modifying dysfunctional cognitions can improve emotional wellbeing and behavioral functioning (Guo et al.,
2023; Méndez et al., 2021). CBT interventions teach individuals how to identify negative automatic thoughts,
challenge irrational beliefs, regulate emotions, and develop adaptive coping strategies (Bhave et al., 2022;
Farley & Twohig, 2023). Previous studies have confirmed the effectiveness of CBT in reducing anxiety,
depression, stress, trauma-related symptoms, and emotional difficulties among adolescents (Garber, 2026;
Mufson et al., 2026). Furthermore, CBT-based interventions have been associated with improved self-esteem,
emotional resilience, and psychological adjustment (Lydecker, 2022; Moghaddam, 2023).

Group-based CBT may be particularly beneficial for adolescents from divorced families because it combines
cognitive restructuring with social interaction and peer support. Group therapy provides opportunities for
emotional expression, interpersonal learning, and social belonging, which are especially important for
adolescents experiencing loneliness and emotional isolation following parental divorce (Cobb, 2023;
Kangavary et al., 2023). Evidence suggests that group psychological interventions can enhance emotional
regulation, social competence, and adaptive functioning among vulnerable adolescents (Gomez & Tadros,
2023; Herres et al., 2023). Additionally, systematic reviews have highlighted the effectiveness of CBT-based
interventions in improving mental health outcomes among adolescents facing trauma, family conflict, and
psychological distress (Gerstl et al., 2024; Gkintoni et al., 2024). Despite growing evidence supporting CBT
interventions, limited research has specifically examined the effectiveness of group CBT on zest for life and
psychological distress among adolescents from divorced families within the Iranian cultural context.
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Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of group Cognitive Behavioral Therapy on
zest for life and psychological distress among adolescents from divorced families.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest-posttest and a control group. The
statistical population included adolescents from divorced families who referred to counseling centers in Tehran
during 2024. Using convenience sampling, 30 adolescents were selected and randomly assigned into
experimental and control groups, with 15 participants in each group. Inclusion criteria included experiencing
parental divorce, willingness to participate in the intervention, and absence of severe psychiatric disorders. The
experimental group participated in eight 90-minute sessions of group Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, while the
control group received no intervention during the study period.

Data were collected using the Zest for Life Questionnaire developed by Hassanzadeh and the Kessler
Psychological Distress Scale (K-10). The Zest for Life Questionnaire consisted of 50 items scored on a five-
point Likert scale and assessed participants’ enthusiasm, motivation, and engagement with life. The K-10
measured symptoms related to anxiety, depression, and emotional distress. Both instruments demonstrated
acceptable validity and reliability in previous studies.

The group CBT intervention focused on identifying negative automatic thoughts, cognitive restructuring,
emotional regulation, problem-solving skills, coping strategies, self-talk modification, and interpersonal
communication skills. Participants were encouraged to complete homework assignments and apply learned
cognitive and behavioral techniques to real-life situations. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-27
software. Descriptive statistics including means and standard deviations were calculated, and multivariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was used to examine differences between groups while controlling for
pretest scores.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that the experimental group demonstrated improvements in zest for life and
reductions in psychological distress following the intervention. The mean score of zest for life in the
experimental group increased from 55.78 in the pretest stage to 63.87 in the posttest stage, whereas the control
group showed no meaningful improvement. Regarding psychological distress, the experimental group’s mean
score decreased from 34.14 in the pretest to 25.35 in the posttest, while the control group demonstrated only
minimal changes.

The results of covariance analysis showed that after controlling for pretest scores, there was a statistically
significant difference between the experimental and control groups in zest for life. The obtained values
indicated a significant treatment effect for group CBT on increasing zest for life (F=108.41, P=0.001, n*>=0.58).
The effect size demonstrated that a substantial proportion of variance in posttest zest for life scores was
explained by participation in the intervention program.

Similarly, the results revealed a significant difference between groups in psychological distress scores after
controlling for pretest effects. Group CBT significantly reduced psychological distress among adolescents
from divorced families (F=132.68, P=0.001, n>=0.56). The findings suggested that participants who received
the intervention experienced lower emotional distress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms compared to
adolescents in the control group. Assumption testing confirmed the normality of data distribution and
appropriateness of parametric analyses. Overall, the findings demonstrated that group Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy effectively improved psychological wellbeing among adolescents from divorced families.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that group Cognitive Behavioral Therapy significantly
increased zest for life and reduced psychological distress among adolescents from divorced families. These
findings suggest that CBT can effectively modify dysfunctional cognitive patterns, improve emotional
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regulation, and strengthen adaptive coping skills in adolescents experiencing family disruption. Adolescents
from divorced families often struggle with feelings of insecurity, hopelessness, emotional instability, and social
isolation. Through cognitive restructuring and behavioral skill training, CBT helps adolescents reinterpret
stressful experiences more realistically and develop healthier emotional responses.

The increase in zest for life observed in the experimental group may be explained by improvements in self-
efficacy, emotional awareness, and positive future orientation. Group CBT sessions provided adolescents with
opportunities to express emotions, receive peer support, and experience social acceptance. Such experiences
may reduce feelings of loneliness and emotional withdrawal while promoting hope and active engagement
with life. Additionally, learning adaptive coping strategies likely enhanced participants’ sense of control over
stressful life circumstances, thereby increasing motivation and enthusiasm toward daily activities and future
goals.

The reduction in psychological distress among participants may also be attributed to the therapeutic
mechanisms of CBT. Adolescents who experience parental divorce often develop maladaptive beliefs and
negative automatic thoughts related to self-worth, family relationships, and future expectations. CBT assists
individuals in identifying these cognitive distortions and replacing them with more rational and adaptive
thoughts. Moreover, behavioral techniques such as problem-solving, emotional regulation, relaxation
exercises, and communication skills training may reduce emotional tension and improve psychological
adjustment.

Another important aspect of the intervention was its group format. Group therapy creates a supportive social
environment in which adolescents can interact with peers facing similar challenges. This process may
strengthen emotional connectedness, normalize emotional experiences, and reduce feelings of alienation. The
supportive atmosphere of group therapy may therefore contribute substantially to psychological recovery and
emotional wellbeing among adolescents affected by parental divorce.

Overall, the findings of this study indicate that group Cognitive Behavioral Therapy is an effective intervention
for improving positive psychological functioning and reducing emotional distress among adolescents from
divorced families. Considering the increasing prevalence of divorce and its psychological consequences for
adolescents, implementing structured CBT programs in counseling centers, schools, and mental health services
may play an important role in promoting adolescent mental health and preventing long-term psychological
difficulties.
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