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Objective: The aim of this study is to examine the effectiveness of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy on anxiety, metacognitive beliefs, and meta-emotional beliefs
in obese women with eating disorders in Khomain City.

Methodology: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest-
posttest structure and control and experimental groups. The statistical population
consisted of obese women who visited counseling centers in District 2 of Tehran in
2023. The sampling method was purposive, based on inclusion and exclusion criteria,
and the sample size was determined using G*Power software. Participants were
randomly assigned to control and experimental groups. Anxiety, metacognitive beliefs,
meta-emotional beliefs, and eating disorder questionnaires were administered to both
the experimental and control groups in the pretest and posttest phases. The
experimental group underwent ten sessions of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
based on the model proposed by Foreman and Herbert. Data analysis was performed
using covariance analysis. All statistical procedures were conducted using SPSS
version 25, with a significance level set at p < 0.05.

Findings: The results indicated a significant difference in posttest mean scores of
anxiety, metacognitive beliefs, positive meta-emotion, negative meta-emotion, and
eating disorder symptoms between the experimental and control groups (p < 0.05).
Conclusion: Based on the findings, it can be concluded that Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy is effective in reducing anxiety, modifying metacognitive
beliefs, and influencing meta-emotional beliefs in obese women with eating disorders.
Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, anxiety, metacognitive beliefs,
meta-emotions, obese women, eating disorders
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Eating behaviors are an essential component of dietary intake and lifestyle, influencing overall
health and weight regulation (Lachat et al., 2012). Previous research conducted in Western societies,
particularly the United States, has indicated that eating out is associated with lower diet quality compared
to home-cooked meals (Jia et al., 2018; Torbahn et al., 2017). While food intake serves a fundamental role in
providing energy, in some cases, eating behaviors become dysfunctional when they fail to meet an
individual’s nutritional and energy needs (Berthoud & Morrison, 2008; Ulijaszek, 2002). Dysfunctional eating
behaviors are often categorized as symptoms of eating disorders, though they also exist at subclinical
levels. Common maladaptive eating behaviors include restrictive eating, binge eating, emotional eating,
and purging (Karlsson et al., 2000; Romano et al., 2020). Even when not meeting the threshold for clinical
diagnosis, such behaviors increase the risk of adverse health outcomes, including low self-esteem,
depression, anxiety, obesity, and metabolic risks for cardiovascular disease (Chao et al., 2016; Da Luz et al.,
2017; Hansson et al., 2016; Kéarkkainen et al., 2018; Lopez-Cepero et al., 2018). Moreover, maladaptive eating
behaviors are considered risk factors for poor post-bariatric surgery weight loss outcomes and are
associated with both obesity and the development of eating disorders (Fernandez-Aranda et al., 2007; Janse Van
Vuuren et al., 2018; Krug et al., 2013).

Given the harmful consequences of eating disorders, identifying risk factors that contribute to these
behaviors is critical for developing effective interventions (Strodl & Sorensen, 2023). Research suggests that
metacognitive beliefs are closely linked to eating disorders and eating behaviors (Olstad et al., 2015; Palmieri
et al., 2021). Recent studies indicate a potential association between metacognitive beliefs and disordered
eating, where repetitive thoughts in the form of rumination and worry have been implicated in maintaining
eating disorders. A meta-analysis found that individuals with eating disorders report significantly higher
levels of rumination compared to control groups (Shaw et al., 2018), and studies also report elevated levels
of worry in patients with eating disorders (Sassaroli et al., 2005; Sternheim et al., 2012).

Metacognition, first introduced by Flavell (Flavell, 1979), has been described as “thinking about
thinking” and consists of metacognitive knowledge, strategies, and experiences. Expanding on Flavell’s
model, researchers have developed hierarchical metacognitive models, wherein metacognitive beliefs
influence cognitive regulation (Efklides, 2006). Dysfunctional metacognitive beliefs have been implicated
in various psychological disorders, including anxiety and depression (Russell et al., 2021), as well as
maladaptive coping strategies such as substance abuse (Spada et al., 2013). Additionally, research has
identified the role of meta-emotional beliefs, or beliefs about emotions, in disordered eating (Vann et al.,
2013). Manser and colleagues proposed that beliefs about emotions play a significant role in emotional
regulation (Manser et al., 2012). Given the established link between emotional regulation strategies and eating
disorder behaviors (Dawson et al., 2022; Han & Kahn, 2017), understanding metacognitive and meta-emotional
beliefs can help elucidate the psychological mechanisms underlying disordered eating.

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) is a third-wave behavioral therapy that promotes
psychological flexibility by encouraging individuals to accept distressing thoughts and emotions rather
than attempting to control them (Forman & Herbert, 2009). ACT has shown promise in treating anxiety and
health-related worries (Eilenberg et al., 2017; Hoffmann et al., 2014). This study aims to evaluate the



effectiveness of ACT on anxiety, metacognitive beliefs, and meta-emotional beliefs in obese women with
eating disorders.

Methodology

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest-posttest structure and included
both control and experimental groups. The study population comprised obese women who attended
counseling centers in District 2 of Tehran in 2023. Participants were selected using purposive sampling
based on specific inclusion and exclusion criteria, and sample size was determined using G*Power
software. Participants were randomly assigned to either the control or experimental group. The study
utilized validated questionnaires to assess anxiety, metacognitive beliefs, meta-emotional beliefs, and
eating disorder symptoms. The experimental group underwent ten sessions of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy following the model proposed by Forman and Herbert. Data were analyzed using
covariance analysis, and all statistical procedures were conducted using SPSS version 25, with
significance levels set at p < 0.05.

Findings

The results demonstrated that ACT had a significant effect on reducing anxiety, improving
metacognitive beliefs, and altering meta-emotional beliefs in obese women with eating disorders. The
posttest mean scores for anxiety, metacognitive beliefs, positive meta-emotions, negative meta-emotions,
and eating disorder symptoms differed significantly between the experimental and control groups (p <
0.05).

The mean anxiety scores in the experimental group showed a statistically significant reduction
compared to the control group. Similarly, participants who received ACT exhibited a significant
improvement in metacognitive beliefs, particularly in reducing maladaptive cognitive strategies such as
worry and rumination. Regarding meta-emotions, the treatment group demonstrated an increase in positive
meta-emotions, such as self-compassion, and a decrease in negative meta-emotions, such as emotional
suppression and avoidance. Finally, eating disorder symptoms, including binge eating and emotional
eating, were significantly reduced in the ACT group compared to the control group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings suggest that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is an effective intervention for
reducing anxiety, modifying metacognitive beliefs, and improving meta-emotional beliefs in obese
women with eating disorders. The observed reductions in anxiety and maladaptive metacognitive beliefs
align with prior studies highlighting the role of ACT in enhancing psychological flexibility and reducing
distressing cognitions. The improvement in meta-emotional beliefs further supports the notion that ACT
facilitates healthier emotional regulation strategies, which may contribute to the reduction of disordered
eating behaviors.

These findings support existing literature demonstrating the efficacy of ACT in reducing
symptoms of anxiety, worry, and rumination. Furthermore, the results reinforce the growing body of
evidence suggesting that metacognitive beliefs and meta-emotions play a central role in disordered eating.
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By targeting these cognitive and emotional processes, ACT offers a promising therapeutic approach for
individuals struggling with eating disorders and obesity.

The study’s limitations include its reliance on a purposive sampling method, which may limit the
generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the short duration of the intervention may not fully capture
the long-term effects of ACT on eating behaviors and psychological well-being. Future research should
examine the sustained impact of ACT over extended follow-up periods and explore its effectiveness in
diverse populations, including men and individuals with varying body mass indices.
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