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Objective: The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of the Mindfulness-
Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program on depression, caregiver burden, and
alexithymia among caregivers of elderly individuals with Alzheimer’s disease.
Methodology: This was a quasi-experimental study using a pretest-posttest design
with a control group. The statistical population consisted of all caregivers of elderly
individuals with Alzheimer’s disease who attended the Iran Alzheimer’s Association
in Arak between January 2024 and August 2024. Participants were selected through
purposive sampling and then randomly assigned to the experimental group (receiving
the MBSR program) (n = 15) and the control group (n = 15). Data collection tools
included the Depression Questionnaire, the Caregiver Burden Questionnaire, and the
Toronto Alexithymia Scale, administered at three time points: baseline, post-
intervention, and a three-month follow-up. Data were analyzed using multivariate
repeated measures analysis of variance (MANOVA).

Findings: The findings indicated that in the group receiving the MBSR program, the
mean scores of caregiver burden, depression, and alexithymia significantly decreased
compared to the control group (P < .001).

Conclusion: The results of this study suggest that the Mindfulness-Based Stress
Reduction program can be effective in improving caregiver burden, depression, and
alexithymia among caregivers of elderly individuals with Alzheimer’s disease.
Keywords: depression, mindfulness-based stress reduction program, caregiver
burden, alexithymia.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Alzheimer’s disease, a chronic and progressive neurodegenerative disorder, imposes substantial
psychological and physical burdens not only on patients but also on their caregivers. As aging populations
increase globally, including in Iran where approximately 21 million individuals are middle-aged, the
incidence of Alzheimer’s is expected to rise sharply in the coming decades, thereby intensifying caregiver
challenges (Gaire et al., 2024; Mathys et al., 2024). By the age of 85, nearly 40-50% of the elderly population
is affected by this disease, with care responsibilities typically falling on family members (Jack Jretal., 2024).
Over 70% of Alzheimer’s patients are cared for at home, creating a demanding and emotionally taxing
environment for caregivers (Lopez-Lee et al., 2024). These caregivers frequently suffer from psychological
disturbances such as depression, anxiety, and emotional exhaustion (Lotfi Kashani & Razavi, 2017; Valizadeh et
al., 2023), with depression acting as both a consequence and a predictor of caregiver distress (Luminet &
Nielson, 2024). One notable contributing factor to this psychological burden is alexithymia, defined as the
inability to identify and express emotions, which has been strongly associated with increased risk of
depression and anxiety among caregivers (Ghanvati et al., 2024; Jarvers et al., 2024; Preece et al., 2024). The
construct of alexithymia involves deficits in emotional awareness, a reliance on external cues, and
restricted imaginative processes (Brinckman et al., 2024; Silvestro et al., 2023). Such psychological
vulnerabilities necessitate effective interventions that address both the emotional and cognitive needs of
caregivers.

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) emerges as a promising therapeutic approach that
promotes present-moment awareness and acceptance. As part of third-wave cognitive-behavioral
therapies, MBSR is built on six core processes: acceptance, cognitive defusion, self-as-context, present-
moment awareness, clarification of values, and committed action (Agius et al., 2024; Das et al., 2023; Deshpande
et al., 2023). This intervention encourages non-judgmental observation of internal experiences and fosters
a state of cognitive flexibility, which is essential for managing chronic stress. Kabat-Zinn’s theoretical
foundations for mindfulness emphasize cultivating specific attitudinal foundations such as beginner’s
mind, trust, and non-striving (Geiger et al., 2023; Velissaris et al., 2023). Within the context of caregiving for
Alzheimer’s patients, these principles help individuals manage persistent emotional distress without being
overwhelmed by cognitive ruminations or reactive behavior. Despite growing evidence supporting the
benefits of MBSR, its effectiveness specifically in reducing depression, caregiver burden, and alexithymia
among caregivers of Alzheimer’s patients in Iran had not been systematically evaluated. Therefore, the
present study was designed to assess the impact of an eight-session MBSR intervention on these
psychological outcomes in this population.

Methodology

This study adopted a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group. Thirty
caregivers of elderly individuals with Alzheimer’s disease from the Iran Alzheimer’s Association in Arak
were recruited through purposive sampling based on specific inclusion criteria (e.g., age 30-50, caregiving
for over two years, no severe psychiatric history). Participants were randomly assigned to the experimental
group (n = 15), which received the MBSR intervention, or the control group (n = 15), which received no
intervention. Data were collected at three time points—pretest, posttest, and three-month follow-up—
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using the Caregiver Burden Inventory (CBI), Beck Depression Inventory-11 (BDI-1I), and Toronto
Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20). The MBSR protocol included eight weekly sessions with structured content
focused on present-moment awareness, bodily scanning, breath-based meditation, and mindful yoga. Each
session was designed to cultivate specific psychological skills such as emotional regulation, attentional
control, and acceptance. Multivariate repeated measures analysis of variance (MANOVA) was performed
using SPSS version 21 to analyze the data.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated significant improvements in the experimental group across all three
variables. Specifically, caregiver burden scores dropped from a pretest mean of 12.50 (SD = 2.70) to 4.15
(SD = 1.14) post-intervention and remained low at follow-up (M = 4.25, SD = 1.16). Similarly, depression
scores in the experimental group fell from a pretest mean of 14.80 (SD = 1.76) to 6.70 (SD = 1.80) posttest
and 7.05 (SD = 1.66) at follow-up. Alexithymia scores followed a comparable pattern, declining from
13.40 (SD = 2.32) at pretest to 7.05 (SD = 1.73) at posttest and 7.40 (SD = 1.60) at follow-up. In contrast,
the control group showed minimal change across time points.

Multivariate analysis confirmed statistically significant group differences in the posttest scores of
depression, caregiver burden, and alexithymia (Wilks' Lambda = 0.079, F = 46.97, p <.001, > =0.719).
Individual univariate ANOVAs indicated large effect sizes: F(2, 56) = 93.60, p <.001 for caregiver burden
(m?=0.767), F(2, 56) = 110.60, p < .001 for depression (n? = 0.795), and F(2, 56) = 77.36, p < .001 for
alexithymia (n? = 0.731). These results underscore the robust impact of MBSR on psychological distress

indicators in caregivers of Alzheimer’s patients.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study affirm the effectiveness of the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction
program in alleviating psychological distress among caregivers of elderly individuals with Alzheimer’s
disease. The observed reductions in depression, caregiver burden, and alexithymia provide compelling
evidence that MBSR offers a comprehensive approach for addressing the multifaceted challenges
associated with long-term caregiving. The decline in depression scores can be interpreted within the
broader context of how MBSR fosters psychological flexibility and acceptance of distressing thoughts and
feelings. By encouraging non-reactive awareness, caregivers become less entangled in depressive
ruminations and more capable of engaging in values-driven behavior despite ongoing hardships.

Furthermore, the significant reduction in caregiver burden aligns with the notion that mindfulness
enhances one's ability to maintain emotional balance in the face of caregiving demands. Caregivers often
experience role overload and emotional fatigue, but through mindfulness training, they learn to observe
stress responses without automatically reacting, thereby reducing the subjective sense of burden. The
improvement in alexithymia also suggests that MBSR strengthens emotional awareness and expression—
critical skills for caregivers who must frequently navigate complex emotional situations. By improving
their capacity to identify and articulate feelings, caregivers may experience enhanced interpersonal
communication and reduced internal distress.

The sustainability of these outcomes at follow-up further reinforces the long-term potential of
MBSR as a non-pharmacological, cost-effective mental health intervention. The enduring effects may be
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attributed to the integration of mindfulness practices into daily life, as participants continued to apply the
techniques beyond the structured sessions. This maintenance of gains is particularly important in the
context of chronic caregiving, where stressors are ongoing and cumulative.

In conclusion, the study highlights the importance of incorporating mindfulness-based
interventions into support programs for caregivers of individuals with neurodegenerative conditions. By
targeting key psychological domains such as emotional regulation, cognitive flexibility, and present-
moment engagement, MBSR equips caregivers with the skills necessary to cope more effectively with
caregiving-related stress. These findings contribute to the growing body of literature advocating for
holistic, evidence-based psychological interventions that address the nuanced needs of caregivers. Future
research should explore the scalability of such programs across diverse caregiver populations and examine
their effects on physiological health markers to further validate the comprehensive benefits of mindfulness
training.
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