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Objective: This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy in reducing cardiac anxiety and improving psychological flexibility among patients
with coronary artery disease with a family history of heart disease.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study used a pretest, posttest, and follow-up design with
a control group. The statistical population consisted of patients with coronary artery disease who
had a family history of heart disease and referred to Imam Hossein Hospital. Thirty eligible
patients were selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental
group and a control group, with 15 participants in each group. The experimental group received
an eight-session Acceptance and Commitment Therapy intervention, whereas the control group
received no psychological intervention. Data were collected using the Cardiac Anxiety
Questionnaire and the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-11. The data were analyzed after
testing statistical assumptions, using repeated-measures analysis of variance.

Findings: The multivariate test results indicated a significant effect of time on the study
variables, with an eta squared value of 0.813. The interaction effect of time and group was also
significant, with an eta squared value of 0.780. The within-group and between-group analyses
showed that the effects of group, time, and the time x group interaction were significant for both
cardiac anxiety and psychological flexibility. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons further indicated
significant differences between pretest and posttest scores and between pretest and follow-up
scores for both variables, confirming the effectiveness and persistence of the intervention effects
over time.

Conclusion: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy appears to be an effective complementary
psychological intervention for reducing cardiac anxiety and enhancing psychological flexibility
in patients with coronary artery disease who have a family history of heart disease.

Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, cardiac anxiety, psychological flexibility,
coronary artery disease, family history of heart disease
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Coronary artery disease is one of the most clinically significant cardiovascular conditions, not only
because of its physiological burden but also because of its psychological, behavioral, and familial
implications. Patients with coronary artery disease often experience persistent concerns about cardiac
symptoms, physical vulnerability, treatment adherence, and the possibility of recurrent cardiac events. These
concerns may become more intense among individuals with a family history of heart disease, because
previous exposure to illness, disability, or sudden cardiac events in relatives can heighten perceived threat
and strengthen catastrophic interpretations of bodily sensations. Recent evidence has increasingly
emphasized that cardiac care should not be limited to biomedical management, but should also include
psychological interventions that address anxiety, emotional regulation, adherence, quality of life, and self-
management in cardiac populations (Helmark et al., 2026; Lambert et al., 2026; Liu et al., 2026; Varela et al., 2026).
Within this framework, cardiac anxiety is a particularly important psychological outcome. It is characterized
by fear of cardiac-related sensations, excessive attention to bodily changes, avoidance of physical activity,
and persistent worry about heart health. Studies have shown that cardiac anxiety can appear in different
clinical and crisis-related contexts and can influence how patients and families interpret chest pain, seek
care, and respond to medical reassurance (Karatas & Tosun, 2026; Michelson et al., 2026).

Psychological flexibility has emerged as a central construct in explaining adaptive adjustment to
chronic disease and psychological distress. It refers to the capacity to remain in contact with the present
moment, accept difficult internal experiences, and behave in accordance with personally meaningful values
despite the presence of unpleasant thoughts, emotions, or bodily sensations. In contrast, psychological
inflexibility is associated with experiential avoidance, cognitive fusion, reduced behavioral engagement, and
greater distress. Contemporary research has highlighted psychological flexibility as a transdiagnostic
construct that links cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and well-being outcomes across clinical and non-
clinical populations (Borghesi & Cipresso, 2026; Ning et al., 2026; Yildirim et al., 2026). In cardiovascular populations,
psychological inflexibility has been associated with distress and health-related quality of life, while specific
flexibility processes have been shown to differentially predict anxiety, depression, and well-being during
cardiac rehabilitation (Habibovi¢ et al., 2025; Spatola et al., 2025). Similarly, perceived stress, anxiety, depression,
and psychological flexibility have been found to be interrelated in patients after acute myocardial infarction,
indicating the clinical relevance of these processes for cardiac adjustment (Polat et al., 2025). Studies in other
chronic illness groups also support the role of flexibility-related processes in psychological well-being, self-
compassion, and adaptation to long-term health challenges (Gomaa Abdelrasheed et al., 2026; Panton et al., 2026).

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is a third-wave behavioral intervention designed to increase
psychological flexibility through acceptance, cognitive defusion, present-moment awareness, self-as-
context, values clarification, and committed action. Rather than directly attempting to eliminate anxiety or
replace negative thoughts, this approach helps patients change their relationship with internal experiences
and engage in valued behavior even in the presence of distress. Its transdiagnostic applicability has been
documented in emotional and anxiety-related conditions (Howard et al., 2026). In cardiac populations,
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is increasingly considered a promising approach for improving self-
management behaviors and psychological flexibility, including in digital intervention formats (Moran et al.,
2022). Moreover, integrated psychological care for inherited cardiac conditions has highlighted the relevance



of interventions such as cognitive-behavioral therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy in
multidisciplinary cardiac practice (Varela et al., 2026). Patient-centered research after cardiac events has also
emphasized the importance of designing interventions that reflect patients’ lived experiences, emotional
concerns, and difficulties returning to everyday life (Maukel, Tulloch, et al., 2026). In addition, research on affect
regulation in cardiac rehabilitation has identified emotional regulation as a key opportunity for improving
cardiovascular health and rehabilitation outcomes (Maukel, Coutinho, et al., 2026). Since adherence to treatment
in vascular and cardiac conditions is influenced by psychological, familial, and healthcare-related factors,
interventions that reduce avoidance and enhance value-based engagement may have important clinical
implications (Lampridou et al., 2026). Furthermore, exercise-based and rehabilitation studies demonstrate that
anxiety, depression, walking capacity, and quality of life are interconnected outcomes in cardiac
rehabilitation settings (Ndobo et al., 2026; Sever et al., 2026). Mindfulness-related processes have also been linked
with psychological distress in patients with coronary heart conditions, supporting the relevance of present-
moment awareness in this population (Tamannaiefar et al., 2026). Accordingly, the present study aimed to
determine the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on cardiac anxiety and psychological
flexibility in patients with coronary artery disease with a family history of heart disease.

Methods and Materials:

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and follow-up assessments
and a control group. The statistical population included patients with coronary artery disease who had a
family history of heart disease and referred to Imam Hossein Hospital during the study period. Based on the
design and intervention requirements, 30 eligible patients were selected through convenience sampling after
initial screening and were then randomly assigned to an experimental group and a control group, with 15
participants in each group. Inclusion was based on diagnosis of coronary artery disease, presence of a family
history of heart disease, willingness to participate in the intervention, and ability to complete the study
instruments. The experimental group received an Acceptance and Commitment Therapy intervention in
eight structured sessions. The control group received no psychological intervention during the study period.
The intervention sessions focused on establishing therapeutic rapport, explaining the treatment rationale,
identifying ineffective control strategies, introducing creative hopelessness, promoting acceptance of
difficult internal experiences, teaching cognitive defusion, strengthening present-moment awareness,
clarifying personal values, and developing committed action plans. Data were collected using the Cardiac
Anxiety Questionnaire and the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-I1. The Cardiac Anxiety Questionnaire
assessed anxiety specifically related to cardiac symptoms, including fear, avoidance, and attention to bodily
sensations. The Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-Il was used to assess psychological flexibility and
experiential avoidance, with scoring adjusted to reflect the level of psychological flexibility. Data were
analyzed using assumption tests and repeated-measures analysis of variance to examine changes across time
and between groups.

Findings:

The preliminary analyses showed that the study variables were generally appropriate for repeated-
measures analysis. The Shapiro-Wilk test supported the normality assumption for cardiac anxiety and
psychological flexibility across the pretest, posttest, and follow-up stages in both groups. Levene’s test
indicated that the homogeneity of error variance assumption was met for both variables at the measurement
stages. The multivariate test results showed that the effect of time was significant for the study variables,
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with an eta squared value of 0.813. In addition, the time x group interaction effect was significant, with an
eta squared value of 0.780. These results indicated that changes over time differed significantly between the
experimental and control groups. The within-subjects and between-subjects analyses further showed
significant effects of group, time, and the time x group interaction for both cardiac anxiety and psychological
flexibility. For cardiac anxiety, the group effect, time effect, and time x group interaction were all
statistically significant, indicating a significant reduction in cardiac anxiety among participants who received
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy compared with the control group. For psychological flexibility, the
group effect, time effect, and time x group interaction were also statistically significant, indicating a
significant improvement in psychological flexibility in the experimental group compared with the control
group. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons showed significant differences between pretest and posttest scores
and between pretest and follow-up scores for both cardiac anxiety and psychological flexibility. These
findings confirmed the effectiveness of the intervention and suggested that the treatment effects were
maintained during the follow-up phase. The pattern of mean changes showed that cardiac anxiety decreased
in the experimental group after the intervention and remained reduced at follow-up, whereas the control
group showed no meaningful change. Similarly, psychological flexibility increased in the experimental
group after the intervention and remained higher at follow-up, while the control group demonstrated minimal
change across the measurement stages.

Discussion and Conclusion:

The findings of this study indicated that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy was effective in
reducing cardiac anxiety and increasing psychological flexibility among patients with coronary artery
disease who had a family history of heart disease. The reduction in cardiac anxiety can be explained by the
central mechanisms of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy. Patients with a family history of heart disease
may interpret bodily sensations such as palpitations, chest discomfort, fatigue, or shortness of breath as signs
of imminent danger. Such interpretations can activate a cycle of fear, body monitoring, physiological
arousal, and avoidance. Through acceptance and cognitive defusion, the intervention helped patients observe
frightening thoughts and sensations without automatically treating them as objective threats or behavioral
commands. As a result, participants likely became less fused with catastrophic interpretations of cardiac
symptoms and more capable of tolerating bodily sensations without excessive avoidance or checking.

The improvement in psychological flexibility also reflects the core purpose of the intervention. By
practicing present-moment awareness, values clarification, and committed action, patients learned to shift
their focus from controlling anxiety to engaging in meaningful life activities despite the presence of
uncertainty and fear. This is especially important in coronary artery disease, where complete elimination of
bodily discomfort or future health concerns may not be realistic. Instead, adaptive functioning depends on
the patient’s ability to accept difficult internal experiences while continuing health-promoting and value-
based behaviors. The maintenance of treatment effects at follow-up suggests that the intervention influenced
underlying psychological processes rather than producing only temporary symptom relief.
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