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Introduction: vaginismus is one of the mast co}imon sexual disorders in women, which endangers
women's sexual activities and issues. Gensequently The aim of the present study was to determine the
effectiveness of integrated cognitiye befiavior based acceptance and commitment therapy (CBT-ACT)
on sexual function and sélf-steem ofWwomen'with vaginismus in Mashhad.

Method: The methed of this study wasa qliasi-experimental pre-test-post-test with a control group. For
this purpose, frommamonghall“women, with vaginismus referring to gynecologists' offices and
psychological service cligies¥n Mashhad; based on purposive sampling, 30 women with vaginismus were
selected based on the diagnesis of'a gynecologist and were randomly assigned to two experimental and
control groups. The intervention was implemented in a group manner in 12 sessions on the experimental
group-Bhe instiuments uséd in the study were the Rosen Female Sexual Function Questionnaire (FSFI)
and the Rosenberg)Self~Esteem Questionnaire (RSES), which individuals answered questions in the pre-
test'and poststeststages. Covariance analysis was used to analyze the data.

Results: Aﬁlysis of the results showed that CBT-ACT intervention is effective in improving sexual
functien“(P<0/01) and promoting self-steem (P<0/001) in women with vaginismus.

Discussion and conclusion: CBT-ACT treatment can be effective as a flexible and practical therapeutic
intervention in the treatment of sexual disorders, especially vaginismus.

Self-steem, integrated cognitive behavioral focused on acceptance and commitment therapy (CBT-ACT),
sexual function, vaginismus
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Sexual health is a crucial aspect of overall well-being, shaped by physical, emotional, psychological, and social factors, and it
faces numerous challenges [1, 2]. Sexual dysfunction encompasses issues related to desire, arousal, orgasm, and pain during sexual
activity [3, 4]. Vaginismus, a prevalent condition among women, involves involuntary muscle spasms that hinder penetration [5,
6]. The disorder's prevalence varies across cultures [7, 8, 9], with studies indicating that 33% of women in Iran report experiencing
pain or fear during intercourse [10]. Furthermore, it is associated with psychological issues such as anxiety and negative body
image [6, 7, 13, 14]. This disorder can lead to severe consequences, including pain, depression, and marital disruptions [6, 11, 12].
Many studies have shown that the medical perception of vaginismus as a spasmodic response is a reductionist approach and it is
unreliable. many researchers advocate a multidisciplinary approach to understanding vaginismus and treating this disorder [17].
Today, contemporary research has moved towards personalized or process-based treatments to help clients adhere to treatment
and reduce dropouts, thereby maximizing treatment effectiveness with limited resources [30, 31]. One of process-based treatment
(PBT) is the integrated ACT-CBT treatment, which, based on the theory of relational frameworks (RFT), pursues a functional
goal, namely the promotion of valued action and psychological flexibility [32-33]. Cognitive techniques combined with
mindfulness can help alter dysfunctional beliefs and promote non-judgmental awareness of pain [32, 34]. Considering the
limitations of CBT in addressing women's sexual disorders [24], this study seeks to evaluate the efficacy of integrated ACT-CBT
treatment for women experiencing vaginismus.

Method

This study is an applied, quantitative, quasi-experimental research design employing a pre-t8st-post-test control group design. It
investigates the effectiveness of (CBT- ACT) treatment on sexual functiongand self-este@m,in woraen diagnosed with vaginismus.
The study population consisted of women diagnosed with vaginismus by gynecologists ia¢Mashhad, Iran, during the first half of
2023. Thirty eligible women (aged 17-45, non-menopausal, with goodiphysical ‘and™mental” health, without significant
physical/sexual problems or severe psychiatric disorders, and with informed consent)were selected using purposive sampling and
randomly assigned to either an experimental group (receiving ACT-CBT treatment)or a control group. Exclusion criteria included
missing more than two sessions or lack of active participation. Data were collegtéd using demographic questionnaires, the validated
Female Sexual Function Index (FSFI), and the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Ssﬁl:ec SES). The experimental group received twelve
120-minute ACT-CBT group therapy sessions. After the loss of five/participants from each group, multivariate analysis of
covariance (MANCOVA) was performed using SPSS version 27gwith asignificance level of 0.05, on data from the remaining ten
participants per group to assess the effect of the interventiofen thesstudy hypotheses.

Results

This research involved evaluating 20 women diagnased With\@ginismus, who were divided into two groups of 10 participants
each by specialists. The groups were matche@basetien demographieifactors such as age, education level, and duration of marriage.
The experimental group had an average age of 25Jyears, while, the control group's average age was reported as 29 years.
Educationally, it was found that 60% of the experime\t@l group had a high school diploma or lower, whereas 70% of the control
group possessed a bachelor's degrge or less. Most participants in both groups had been married for one to two years. Descriptive
statistics from both groups during prestest and post-test phases indicated a positive change in average scores related to self-steem
and sexual performance in theyexperimental gsoup. In this group, there were noticeable increases in orgasm and satisfaction
subscales and a decrease in pain subsca\sdcores. In‘contrast, the control group's average scores remained stable. These findings
suggest that cognitive-behavi@ral iRtegrated interventions effectively improve sexual performance and selfs-teem among women
suffering from vaginismus. Befaréseonducting multivariate analysis of covariance, essential assumptions were verified. The
Kolmogorov-Smirnov teStieentifmed the normal distribution of scores, while Levene’s test indicated homogeneity of variance
across groups. The M-boXytest also supported covariance homogeneity. To evaluate the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral
integrated therapy on sexual“performance and self-steem, multivariate analysis of covariance was applied. The results revealed
significance levels below 0.05, indicating a significant difference between the two groups concerning sexual performance and
self-steem. In conclusion, the analysis confirmed that cognitive-behavioral integrated therapy significantly impacts sexual
performance and self-steem (p<0.05). The effect size for sexual performance was reported at 81% and 73% for self-steem.
Conclusion

This study demonstrates a significant positive effect (P<0.01) of an integrated Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy based on Acceptance
and Commitment (CBT-ACT) intervention on improving sexual function and increasing self-steem in women with vaginismus.
This aligns with research indicating CBT’s efficacy in modifying maladaptive thoughts [19, 22, 23, 25, 28], and ACT’s
effectiveness in promoting psychological flexibility and reducing anxiety severity [24, 26, 29, 31]. These findings are significant
because they address the multidimensional nature of vaginismus, a condition rooted in both psychological factors (fear, anxiety)
and socio-cultural factors (negative attitudes, lack of sexual awareness) [16, 17, 18, 21]. The limited effectiveness of traditional
CBT interventions alone [23, 24] underscores the importance of comprehensive, integrative approaches in addressing the
complexities of vaginismus.

Success in CBT-ACT treatment stems from its multifaceted approach, addressing cognitive, behavioral, and acceptance-
commitment aspects [30, 32-35]. The synergy between CBT (cognitive restructuring, coping skills training, behavioral
modification) and ACT (acceptance of negative emotions, value-based action) is crucial [26]. It addresses both psychological and
socio-cultural factors contributing to vaginismus [17, 18, 19].

The mechanism of action involves CBT correcting maladaptive thoughts and behaviors stemming from fear of pain [16], while
ACT promotes mindful acceptance of unpleasant emotions without avoidance [33, 42], enhancing behavioral flexibility and
reducing the impact of negative thoughts [42]. Focusing on values and value-consistent actions, rather than avoidance, is also key
[33]. Acceptance of pain, without attempts to change or avoid it, leads to better adaptation and reduced intensity [42]. Improved
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self-acceptance, resulting from challenging negative thoughts and behaviors, enhances self-image and self-esteem [33].

In summary, CBT-ACT is an effective treatment for vaginismus, significantly improving sexual function and self-steem. Future
research should focus on long-term effectiveness, comparisons with other therapies, and investigation of moderating factors
(personality traits, socio-cultural influences, and neurobiological mechanisms).
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