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Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Emotion-Focused
Therapy (EFT) and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) on grief
symptoms and parenting stress in the wives of martyrs.

Methodology: This research utilized a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with
two experimental groups and one control group. The statistical population included all
spouses of martyrs residing in Tehran in 2024, listed by the Martyrs Foundation. From
100 eligible participants, 30 were purposively selected based on high grief and
parenting stress scores and randomly assigned to three groups. The EFT group received
twelve 120-minute sessions, and the MBCT group attended eight 150-minute sessions.
Instruments included the Hogan Grief Reaction Checklist (Hogan et al., 2001) and the
Berry & Jones Parenting Stress Questionnaire (1995). Data were analyzed using
multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS version 26.

Findings: Results indicated significant reductions in grief symptoms (F=50.28,
n?=0.715, p<0.001) and parenting stress (F=5.92, 1n?=0.228, p<0.01) in both
intervention groups compared to the control group. Bonferroni post hoc tests revealed
no significant difference between EFT and MBCT (p>0.05), indicating comparable
effectiveness in alleviating grief and parenting stress.

Conclusion: Both Emotion-Focused Therapy and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive
Therapy effectively reduced grief symptoms and parenting stress, suggesting their
utility as complementary therapeutic approaches for enhancing psychological
adjustment among bereaved spouses of martyrs.

Keywords: Grief symptoms, parenting stress, emotion-focused therapy, mindfulness-
based cognitive therapy, spouses of martyrs.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The psychological aftermath of war extends far beyond the battlefield, profoundly shaping the
emotional and social lives of survivors and their families (Miller & Rasmussen, 2017). Individuals who lose
loved ones during military conflicts often face prolonged and complicated grief marked by intense sorrow,
emotional numbness, and functional impairment (American Psychiatric, 2022; Killikelly & Maercker, 2017). These
reactions are especially prevalent among the wives of martyrs, who experience not only the trauma of loss
but also the burden of single parenting and social role adjustment (Abudayya et al., 2023; Chudzicka-Czupala et
al., 2023). Prolonged grief disorder, as formally recognized in the DSM-5, is characterized by persistent
yearning and difficulty accepting the death of a loved one, leading to long-term psychological and
physiological distress (Shear et al., 2013; Simon & Shear, 2024).

In addition to grief, parenting stress is a significant psychological strain among widowed mothers.
Parenting stress emerges when perceived parenting demands exceed personal and social resources (Renati
etal., 2025; Rusu et al., 2025). Mothers who have lost their spouses often face increased emotional exhaustion,
decreased self-efficacy, and a heightened sense of isolation while managing household and child-rearing
responsibilities (Fang et al., 2024; Wang & Cheng, 2025). Elevated parental stress not only undermines mothers’
mental health but also negatively affects their children’s development and emotional security (Nikneshan et
al., 2020; Zitzmann et al., 2024). Therefore, targeted interventions that simultaneously address grief and
parental stress are essential for promoting psychological resilience and healthy family functioning.

Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT) and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) have
gained considerable attention as effective third-wave psychotherapeutic interventions that enhance
emotion regulation and reduce maladaptive cognitive processes (Crane, 2017; Goldman & Greenberg, 2015;
Greenberg & Tomescu, 2017). EFT, grounded in humanistic-experiential theory, emphasizes emotional
awareness, acceptance, and transformation of maladaptive affective patterns (Ansar, 2024; Watson et al., 2019).
By helping clients access and reprocess primary emotions such as sadness, fear, or guilt, EFT promotes
self-understanding and emotional release, fostering adaptive adjustment following loss (Gholami et al., 2022;
Sharbanee & Greenberg, 2023). Empirical studies have demonstrated its efficacy in alleviating depression,
trauma-related distress, and complicated grief (England Mason, 2024; Gamoneda et al., 2025; Zargarinejad et al.,
2025).

Similarly, MBCT integrates cognitive-behavioral principles with mindfulness meditation to
cultivate awareness of the present moment and acceptance of internal experiences (Crane, 2017). Through
structured practices such as mindful breathing and cognitive decentering, MBCT reduces rumination and
avoidance while enhancing emotion regulation and resilience (Huang et al., 2021; Matiz et al., 2025). Evidence
indicates that mindfulness-based interventions effectively reduce grief symptoms and improve
psychological well-being among bereaved individuals (Bryant et al., 2024; Tang et al., 2024). Moreover,
mindfulness training for parents has been associated with reduced parental stress, improved emotional
attunement, and enhanced family communication (Caetano et al., 2024; Farley et al., 2024).

The theoretical overlap between EFT and MBCT lies in their shared focus on emotional regulation
and acceptance of inner experience. While EFT emphasizes the active processing and transformation of
emotions, MBCT encourages non-judgmental awareness and detachment from distressing thoughts. Both

approaches aim to increase emotional flexibility and decrease experiential avoidance, thereby promoting



psychological healing (Huang et al., 2021; Watson et al., 2019). Prior research has shown that the integration of
emotion-based and mindfulness-based frameworks can be particularly effective for individuals coping
with complex grief and parenting stress (Ansar, 2024; Keykha et al., 2025). Given the scarcity of studies on
widowed spouses of martyrs in the Iranian sociocultural context, the present study sought to compare the
effectiveness of Emotion-Focused Therapy and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy in reducing grief
symptoms and parenting stress among the wives of martyrs defending the shrine.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with two experimental groups
and one control group. The statistical population included all wives of martyrs residing in Tehran in 2024,
listed by the Martyrs Foundation. Using purposive sampling, thirty participants were selected based on
elevated scores on the Hogan Grief Reaction Checklist (HGRC) and the Berry & Jones Parenting Stress
Questionnaire. Participants were randomly assigned to three groups: EFT, MBCT, and control. The EFT
group received twelve 120-minute sessions based on Greenberg’s structured protocol, focusing on
emotional awareness, regulation, and transformation. The MBCT group attended eight sessions of 2—2.5
hours each following Crane’s manualized model, which included guided meditation, mindful breathing,
and cognitive decentering exercises. The control group received no intervention during the study but was
later offered a brief therapy package for ethical considerations. Data were analyzed using multivariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS version 26.

Findings

The statistical analysis revealed significant differences between the experimental and control
groups in both dependent variables. The results indicated that EFT and MBCT significantly reduced grief
symptoms compared to the control group (F=50.28, n*=0.715, p<0.001). Similarly, both interventions
significantly decreased parenting stress (F=5.92, >=0.228, p<0.01). However, Bonferroni post hoc
comparisons showed no significant difference between EFT and MBCT (p>0.05), suggesting comparable
effectiveness in both treatments.

Descriptive findings showed that the mean grief scores decreased substantially from pretest to
posttest in both experimental groups, while the control group displayed no meaningful change. A similar
pattern emerged in parenting stress levels, where participants in both intervention groups reported
enhanced emotional stability and perceived competence in parenting tasks after treatment. The
assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variance, and equality of regression slopes were confirmed.
The MANCOVA test indicated that 52.3% of the total variance in the combined dependent variables was
attributable to the treatment effect, confirming strong intervention efficacy.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the comparable and significant effects of Emotion-Focused
Therapy and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy on reducing grief-related distress and parenting stress
among the wives of martyrs. Both interventions helped participants reestablish emotional balance,
increase self-compassion, and develop adaptive coping strategies following bereavement. The absence of
significant differences between the two treatments suggests that EFT and MBCT, despite their different
mechanisms of action, converge on similar therapeutic outcomes through shared principles of emotional

regulation and experiential acceptance.
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The reduction in grief symptoms among participants aligns with prior evidence supporting EFT as
a powerful approach for processing unresolved emotions. By engaging clients in the exploration of their
emotional experiences and providing a secure therapeutic alliance, EFT enables the transformation of
maladaptive affective responses into adaptive emotional meanings. This emotional transformation
facilitates acceptance and psychological growth, allowing individuals to integrate loss into a coherent life
narrative. For widowed spouses of martyrs, such emotional processing is particularly crucial, as cultural
expectations of strength and sacrifice often discourage open expressions of vulnerability. Through EFT,
participants learned to acknowledge and articulate their suppressed feelings, reducing psychological
tension and fostering a renewed sense of self.

Similarly, MBCT’s effectiveness in alleviating grief may be attributed to its emphasis on mindful
awareness and cognitive decentering. By cultivating present-moment awareness, participants were able to
disengage from ruminative thoughts about the past and catastrophic anticipations about the future. This
shift from reactive to reflective awareness diminished emotional reactivity and enhanced acceptance of
the loss experience. The combination of meditation practices, breathing exercises, and thought observation
allowed participants to observe grief-related thoughts without judgment, thereby reducing avoidance and
emotional exhaustion.

Both interventions also proved effective in reducing parenting stress, underscoring the
interconnection between emotional regulation and parenting competence. EFT facilitated emotional
clarity and empathy, empowering mothers to manage their children’s emotional needs more effectively.
Through the development of self-empathy and emotional openness, mothers were better able to respond
calmly to parenting challenges rather than react impulsively under stress. MBCT, on the other hand,
promoted mindful parenting by enhancing patience, attention, and non-judgmental acceptance. The
increased awareness of automatic responses and enhanced self-regulation helped mothers create more
harmonious parent-child interactions and reduce feelings of inadequacy.

The comparable efficacy of EFT and MBCT in this study can be explained by their overlapping
therapeutic foundations. Both target maladaptive emotional and cognitive processes, reduce avoidance,
and foster acceptance and psychological flexibility. EFT achieves this by transforming emotional
experiences into sources of personal insight, whereas MBCT cultivates a detached yet compassionate
relationship with thoughts and emotions. The convergence of these processes results in diminished distress
and strengthened resilience, particularly in populations experiencing cumulative emotional burdens such
as bereaved spouses.

Furthermore, the findings underscore the importance of culturally sensitive therapeutic
interventions. In Iranian society, martyrdom carries profound religious and cultural significance that may
complicate the natural grieving process by intertwining it with ideals of honor and duty. Therapeutic
approaches that validate personal grief while respecting cultural values can bridge this gap between
individual suffering and collective meaning-making. Both EFT and MBCT offer frameworks that respect
clients’ lived experiences and support emotional integration without pathologizing grief, making them
suitable for use in contexts where open mourning may be socially constrained.

In conclusion, the present study demonstrates that Emotion-Focused Therapy and Mindfulness-
Based Cognitive Therapy are both effective in reducing grief symptoms and parenting stress among the
wives of martyrs defending the shrine. These findings suggest that emotion-centered and mindfulness-
based approaches provide valuable, non-pharmacological options for enhancing emotional well-being,



promoting adaptive coping, and fostering psychological resilience in bereaved populations. Future clinical
programs and community-based interventions may benefit from integrating these therapeutic frameworks
to support widowed mothers in managing both personal grief and parenting challenges.
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