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Objective: The aim of the present study was to investigate the effectiveness of emotional
processing intervention on improving cognitive function and reducing psychological distress in
adults.

Methodology: The present study was an experimental study with a pre-test-post-test design with
a control group and a five-month follow-up. Participants included 30 adults living in Tehran who
were voluntarily selected and randomly assigned to two experimental and control groups (15
people each). The experimental group participated in ten 90-minute sessions of emotional
processing intervention, while the control group did not receive any intervention. Data were
collected using the Cognitive Dysfunction Questionnaire (CFQ) and the Depression, Anxiety,
and Stress Scale (DASS-21) at pre-test, post-test, and follow-up stages. Statistical analysis was
performed using repeated-measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post hoc test in SPSS-
27 software.

Results: The findings showed that the main effect of group on cognitive function was significant
(F(1,28)=15.46, p=.001, n>=.35) and the experimental group showed a significant improvement
in cognitive function compared to the control group. The group effect on psychological distress
was also reported to be significant (F(1,28)=18.97, p<.001, n?>=.40) and the experimental group
experienced a significant decrease in distress level. Bonferroni test showed that the changes in
the post-test and follow-up stages compared to the pre-test were significant in both variables, but
no significant difference was observed between the post-test and follow-up.

Conclusion: The results indicate that emotional processing intervention can be used as an
effective method in improving cognitive function and reducing psychological distress, and these
effects remain stable up to five months after treatment.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Emotional processing has emerged as a central component of contemporary psychological theories
focused on mental health and cognitive functioning. The capacity to accurately perceive, interpret, and
express emotions plays a fundamental role in how individuals regulate behavior, adapt to environmental
challenges, and maintain psychological equilibrium. Emotional processing is not merely a reactive
phenomenon but a dynamic and recursive process that supports higher-order cognitive operations such as
problem-solving, memory, and decision-making (Luminet et al., 2021). When disrupted, this process may
contribute to the onset and persistence of psychological distress, including symptoms of anxiety,
depression, and cognitive dysfunction (Edwards et al., 2021; MacNamara et al., 2016).

The association between impaired emotional processing and psychological distress is well-
documented. Research shows that individuals who engage in avoidant or suppressive strategies toward
negative emotions are more prone to maladaptive cognitive and behavioral outcomes (Roth et al., 2014).
Moreover, unprocessed emotional experiences may interfere with attentional control, working memory,
and cognitive flexibility, making the individual more vulnerable to distress during daily functioning
(Molavi et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2021). This theoretical link has driven increasing interest in emotion-focused
interventions that seek to enhance emotional awareness, improve affective regulation, and reduce
psychological symptoms.

Studies have supported the mediating role of emotional processing in various psychopathological
conditions. For example, emotional dysregulation has been found to predict poor cognitive performance
and elevated psychological symptoms in populations exposed to trauma, chronic illness, and interpersonal
violence (loannou et al., 2020; Procaccia & Castiglioni, 2022). A recent model proposed by (Babapouragadham et al.,
2024) also highlights emotional processing as a crucial mediator in the relationship between perceived
threats and psychological well-being among young adults. Complementary findings by (Safikhani, 2022)
underscore the benefits of enhancing emotional processing to improve psychological functioning and self-
efficacy among mothers of children with autism.

In the context of cognitive functioning, the role of emotion is no less critical. Deficits in emotional
processing may manifest as cognitive failures, attention lapses, or poor decision-making, particularly in
individuals with mood and anxiety disorders (Ladouceur et al., 2005; MacNamara et al., 2016). According to
(Enayati Shabkolai et al., 2023), interventions that target emotional awareness and acceptance contribute
significantly to improvements in cognitive flexibility and executive function. Further, (Babakhanlou, 2023)
presents emotional processing as a mediating factor between self-regulation and maladaptive behaviors,
particularly in populations vulnerable to emotional eating.

Despite a growing body of empirical evidence, limited studies have examined the integrated effects
of emotional processing interventions on both cognitive function and psychological distress using
experimental designs with longitudinal follow-ups. While (Heydarian et al., 2020) and (Daryay-e Laleh & Akbari,
2022) have reported improvements in psychological indicators through emotion-based therapies, the
generalizability of such interventions to broader adult populations remains understudied. Moreover,
studies such as (Edwards et al., 2021) and (Luminet et al., 2021) call for rigorous experimental trials to validate
the sustained impact of emotional processing enhancement.
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Given this gap, the present study aims to investigate the effectiveness of an emotional processing
intervention in improving cognitive function and reducing psychological distress in a sample of Iranian
adults. By employing a randomized controlled design and five-month follow-up, this research seeks to
provide empirical support for the utility of emotional processing as a dual-target intervention strategy in
both cognitive and emotional domains.

Methodology

This study employed an experimental randomized controlled trial design with pretest, posttest, and
five-month follow-up assessments. Participants consisted of 30 adults from Tehran, selected voluntarily
and randomly assigned to an experimental group (n = 15) and a control group (n = 15). Inclusion criteria
included age between 20 and 45 years, absence of psychiatric hospitalization history, and willingness to
participate across all sessions.

The intervention group received a 10-session, 90-minute weekly emotional processing
intervention delivered by a trained therapist. The sessions aimed to facilitate the recognition, expression,
and regulation of emotions through techniques such as body awareness, emotional differentiation,
cognitive reframing, and emotional validation. The control group received no treatment during the study
period.

Data were collected at three time points: baseline (pretest), immediately after the final session
(posttest), and five months later (follow-up). Instruments included the Cognitive Failures Questionnaire
(CFQ) to assess cognitive function and the Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS-21) to measure
psychological distress. All data were analyzed using SPSS-27. Descriptive statistics, repeated measures
ANOVA, and Bonferroni post-hoc tests were used to assess intra- and inter-group differences over time.
The significance level was set at p < .05.

Findings

Descriptive statistics showed that the mean cognitive function scores in the experimental group
increased from 45.87 (SD = 5.32) at pretest to 53.42 (SD = 4.96) at posttest and remained relatively stable
at 52.71 (SD = 5.08) at follow-up. In contrast, the control group showed minimal changes across the three
time points.

Similarly, psychological distress scores in the experimental group decreased from 27.64 (SD =
3.91) at pretest to 19.48 (SD = 3.53) at posttest, with follow-up scores maintained at 20.36 (SD = 3.67).
The control group showed negligible change across phases.

Repeated measures ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of group on cognitive function
(F(1,28) = 15.46, p = .001, n* = .35), indicating that the experimental group experienced significant
improvements relative to the control group. A significant main effect of group was also found for
psychological distress (F(1,28) = 18.97, p <.001, n? = .40), demonstrating a notable reduction in distress
among participants who received the intervention.

Bonferroni post-hoc tests showed significant differences between pretest and posttest (p = .000)
and between pretest and follow-up (p = .001) for both variables in the experimental group, while
differences between posttest and follow-up were not statistically significant. These findings suggest that
the intervention’s effects were not only significant but also maintained over a five-month period.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study indicate that emotional processing intervention can lead to substantial
improvements in cognitive function and reductions in psychological distress among adults. The observed
changes were maintained through a five-month follow-up period, which supports the long-term efficacy
of the intervention.

These findings align with existing theoretical and empirical work that positions emotional
processing as a foundational mechanism in both emotional and cognitive domains. By helping individuals
to more effectively identify, express, and manage their emotions, the intervention appears to create space
for enhanced cognitive clarity, attentional control, and reduced internal distress. The dual improvement
across both outcome measures strengthens the argument that emotional processing is not merely a
supportive process but a core therapeutic target.

The sustained improvements observed suggest that emotional processing interventions may serve
as a preventative as well as therapeutic strategy. By cultivating emotional fluency, individuals are likely
to approach stressors with greater psychological resilience and cognitive agility. This is particularly
important given the increasing prevalence of emotional numbing, cognitive overload, and chronic stress
in modern life.

In conclusion, the present study provides empirical support for the use of emotional processing
intervention as a dual-purpose therapeutic tool targeting both cognitive enhancement and emotional
regulation. The findings have significant implications for clinical practice, educational programs, and
mental health policy, especially in culturally diverse settings where emotion suppression is prevalent.
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