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Abstract

Introduction: Bulimia nervosa is an eating disorder in which periods of overeating and
inappropriate compensatory behaviors are repeated at least twice a week. The disorder causes
various psychological difficulties leading to problems in the private, family, and social life
of those who suffer from the disorder. Among the most significant determining factors of the
health status of people with bulimia nervosa is the level of their distress tolerance.
Psychological distress is characterized by such issues as sadness, grief, anger, anxiety,
depression, and various negative emotional states. People with low anxiety tolerance find
their arousal response more overwhelming, therefore; their anxiety increases in response to
the stimuli. Accordingly, this issue plays a significant role in developing and continuing
bulimia nervosa. Some interventions have been applied to enhance distress tolerance and
reduce psychological disturbance. Among the treatments are Schema Therapy and
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). Schema therapy is an integrated type of
psychotherapy developed by Young et al. (1994) and based on the concepts and methods of
cognitive-behavioral therapy. Moreover, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT),
derived from the third wave of behavioral therapies, was introduced by Hayes (1987). The
aim of ACT is to improve the psychological status of people by increasing mindfulness,
facing thoughts without judging them, creating commitment towards active engagement in
the world and trying to build a meaningful and authentic life. This study was conducted to
compare the effectiveness of two therapeutic methods (schema therapy versus ACT) on
overcoming the psychological distress of women with bulimia nervosa.

Method: This semi-experimental study was done using a pre-test, post-test with a control
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group design accompanied with a two-month follow-up stage for ensuring the stability of the
findings. The statistical population consisted of all female with bulimia nervosa who visited
several medical centers of Mashhad over approximately a six month period (from the
beginning of April to the end of September 2023). Among them, using purposeful sampling
method and considering the inclusion criteria including not receiving psychological and
psychiatric treatments and cosmetic surgery, 45 people were selected and then randomly
divided into three groups: schema training group (15 participants), acceptance and commitment
training group (15 participants), and control group without any intervention (15 participants).
The first experimental group was subjected to the schema therapy intervention developed by
Young et al. (2003) and the second experimental group was subjected to the ACT intervention
developed by Hayes et al. (2012), both for ten one-hour sessions. Kessler's (2003)
Psychological Distress Scale was applied to assess the dependent variable in pre-test, post-test,
and follow-up stages. The data were analyzed using repeated measures analysis of variance.
Results: The results showed that there is a significant difference between the average scores
of psychological distress in the two experimental and control groups (F=49.83; p<0.001).
These findings show that both intervention methods had a significant effect on reducing the
psychological distress of women with bulimia nervosa. The results also showed that this
effect was significant and stable over the follow-up stage. Regarding the study hypothesis,
the results indicated a significant difference between acceptance and commitment therapy
and schema therapy in terms of reducing the psychological distress (p=0.05). It was found
that acceptance and commitment therapy had a greater effect on reducing the psychological
distress of women with bulimia nervosa, compared to schema therapy.

Discussion and Conclusion: This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of acceptance
and commitment and schema therapy in reducing psychological distress among women with
bulimia nervosa. The results showed that both interventions reduced the amount of
psychological distress that these people experience. Regarding the effectiveness of schema
therapy, it is assumed that this approach helps people with bulimia nervosa evaluate the
correctness of their own schemas. Applying this approach will help them view the schemas
as external realities and, through applying cognitive, behavioral, and experimental
techniques, they can change the underlying structures. The other aim of this study was
comparing the effectiveness of the two methods. This study showed a higher effectiveness of
acceptance and commitment, compared to schema therapy. Acceptance and commitment
therapy is an intervention based on the behavioral evidence that employs acceptance and
mindfulness strategies as well as commitment and behavior change strategies leading to an
increase in women’s psychological flexibility. Considering the results we might conclude
that we can help women lose weight and prevent their bulimia nervosa through teaching them
psychological treatments such as schema therapy and acceptance and commitment therapy.
The more people are aware, open to experiences, and show committed behaviors that based
on good values, they have a higher quality of life and respond to the challenges of life in a
more effective way. In addition, through controlling their bulimia, they can protect themself
from the physical, psychological, and social damage of the disorder.

Keywords: Schema Therapy, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Psychological
Distress, Women, Bulimia Nervosa
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