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The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Compassion-
Focused Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on experiential avoidance
and self-care in patients with multiple sclerosis. The research method was a
semi-experimental design with the pretest-posttest control group. The study's
statistical population included MS patients in Mazandaran province in the
autumn of 2023. Thirty-six MS patients were selected voluntarily and
randomly assigned to experimental and control groups. The experimental
group received Compassion-Focused Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
intervention in 10 sessions of 90 minutes over two and a half months. The
Expanded Disability Status Scale (EDSS), Acceptance and Action
Questionnaire-II (AAQ-II), and self-care questionnaire were used in this
study. The data were analyzed using multivariate delete "analysis of
"analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) insert "analysis "analysis with SPSS-
27 software. The results indicated that Compassion-Focused Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy significantly affected experiential avoidance and self-
care in patients with Multiple Sclerosis (P< 0.05). Based on the research
findings, it can be concluded that Compassion-Focused Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy, using various techniques and processes such as
mindfulness, willingness, defusion, and committed action, can be considered
an effective treatment for reducing experiential avoidance and improving
self-care in patients with Multiple Sclerosis.
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Effectiveness of Compassion-Focused Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on
Experiential Avoidance and Self-care in Patients with Multiple Sclerosis

Extended Abstract

Objective:

Multiple sclerosis (MS) is a chronic inflammatory and demyelinating disorder of the central
nervous system resulting in progressive neurological impairment in young and middle-aged
people. In addition to the loss of sensory, motor, and cognitive functions depending on the
affected area, MS patients experience different symptoms, such as anxiety, stress, fatigue, and
pain (Han, 2021). The disease usually begins between the ages of 20 and 35 and is twice as
common in women as in men. In multiple sclerosis, patches of myelin and underlying nerve
fibers in the brain, optic nerves, and spinal cord are damaged. Doctors believe that factors such
as immunodeficiency, genetic predisposition, geographic region, viral infections, and stress
contribute to occurrence (Solaro et al., 2018). One approach that can be helpful for MS patients
is compassion-focused acceptance and commitment therapy (Mansouri koryani et al., 2022).
Thus, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of compassion-focused
acceptance and commitment therapy on experiential avoidance and self-care in MS patients.

Research Method:

This study employed a pretest-posttest experimental design with a control group. The statistical
population included all MS patients in Mazandaran province during 2022-2023, of whom 36
patients were selected by voluntary sampling and randomly assigned to two groups (n=18 in
experimental and control groups). Diagnosis with MS by a neurologist, more than one month
passing since the diagnosis of MS, a literacy level higher than secondary education, and the
absence of psychotic mental illness and a history of hospitalization were the inclusion criteria.
Absence in more than two sessions, unwillingness to continue the intervention, using
psychoactive drugs during the sessions, and recurrence of the disease were the exclusion
criteria. Research tools included the Kurtzke Expanded Disability Status Scale (EDSS)
(Kurtzke, 1983), Bond et al.'s Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-Version 11 (AAQ-II)
(Bond, 2011) and the Self-Care Assessment Questionnaire (MorowatiSharifabad, 2016). A 10-
session therapy protocol was extracted and implemented from the ACT Practitioner's Guide to
the Science of Compassion to implement the research intervention. Each session was 90
minutes, and the sessions lasted about two and a half months. Finally, the data were analyzed
using SPSS 27 software and multivariate covariance analysis.

Findings:

Descriptive indicators showed mean pretest scores of 35.61 and 71.72 for experiential
avoidance and self-care variables, respectively, in the experimental group. The corresponding
posttest scores were 30.72 and 81.55, indicating a decrease in experiential avoidance and an
increase in self-care following the intervention. In contrast, no substantial changes were
observed in the control group (Table 1).

Table 1. Mean and Standard Deviation of the Study Variables in the Experimental and Control Groups
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Variables Groups Pre-test Mean _ Pre-test SD  Post-test Mean _ Post-test SD
Experiential Avoidance Experimental 35.61 9.08 30.72 10.43
Control 32.55 8.74 3433 10.15
Self-Care Experimental 71.72 13.88 81.55 7.70
Control 72.66 12.24 71.22 11.61

Multivariate covariance analysis revealed a significant overall effect of compassion-focused
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on experiential avoidance and self-care (Wilks’ A = 0.38,
F(2,31)=15.47,p <0.001, 1> = 0.50) (Table 2).

Table 2. Multivariate and Univariate ANCOVA Results

Analysis F P Partial n*
Wilks” Lambda 15.47 <0.001 0.50
Experiential Avoidance 5.37 0.020 0.14
Self-Care 26.15 <0.001 0.45

The findings indicated that compassion-focused Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
significantly reduced experiential avoidance and increased self-care among patients with
multiple sclerosis. The intervention explained 14% of the variance in experiential avoidance
and 45% of the variance in self-care.

Conclusion:

In the present study, it was indicated that compassion-focused acceptance and commitment
therapy (CFACT) enables patients to deal with their harsh experiences and feelings
compassionately using effective techniques such as mindfulness, acceptance, detachment from
mental content, and committed action. Instead of avoiding or suppressing such feelings, patients
can identify what is important to them and prioritize committed actions such as self-care by
engaging in value clarification exercises. Hence, CFACT can be used as an effective treatment
to reduce avoidance and increase self-care in MS patients. Furthermore, compassion for oneself
significantly improves coping with self-critical thoughts and feelings and fosters a sense of
shared humanity among MS patients (Ashouri et al., 2022).

Overall, compassion-focused acceptance and commitment therapy, by integrating acceptance,
mindfulness, compassion, and values-based action, helps individuals adopt a kinder stance
towards themselves and prioritize self-care. This approach can lead to increased self-
compassion, improved well-being, and greater ability to engage in self-care practices that
support health and happiness (Tirch et al., 2014). Although the findings should be interpreted
with caution due to the relatively small sample size and the absence of follow-up assessment,
the results suggest that CFACT may be incorporated into psychological rehabilitation programs
for patients with multiple sclerosis. Healthcare centers and counseling clinics may also provide
mindfulness- and self-compassion-based training to promote self-care and psychological well-
being.
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