Quarterly Journal of

Child Mental Health Vol. 11, No. 4, Winter 2025

Research Paper

The effectiveness of acceptance and commitment therapy on depression, anxiety, and stress in

children with diabetes: a systematic review

Fatemeh Madani*''=, Sedigheh Ebrahimzadeh?

1. M.A. in Clinical Psychology, Shahre Qods Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran
2. Assistant Professor, Department of Clinical Psychology, Shahre Qods Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran

Citation: Madani F, Ebrahimzadeh S. The effectiveness of acceptance
and commitment therapy on depression, anxiety, and stress in children

with diabetes: a systematic review. J Child Ment Health. 2025; 11 D B
(4):18-33. CrossMark * 4
URL: http://childmentalhealth.ir/article-1-1469-en.html d-110.61186/jcmh.11.4.18

ARTICLEINFO

ABSTRACT

Keywords:

Diabetes, acceptance and
commitment therapy,
depression, anxiety,
stress,

children

Received: 19 Nov 2024
Accepted: 22 Jan 2025
Available: 25 Feb 2025

Background and Purpose: Diabetes, as one of the most common chronic diseases in children, not
only poses physical challenges but is also associated with psychological consequences such as
depression and anxiety. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), focusing on acceptance,
mindfulness, and commitment to meaningful changes, has appeared as an innovative method for
improving the mental health of chronic patients. This study systematically reviews the effectiveness
of ACT in reducing psychological problems in children with diabetes.

Method: Through a systematic review, all selected articles were evaluated by the researchers based
on keywords including diabetes, depression, anxiety, stress, psychological distress, children, and
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy in international databases such as Google Scholar, PubMed,
ProQuest, Embase, PsycINFO, and Scopus, from January 2013 to September 2024. 749 articles
published in English were reviewed using inclusion criteria and quality assessment based on the
PRISMA framework. Finally, nineteen articles were selected after the qualitative evaluation and
analyzed to address the research questions.

Results: Among the first 749 articles, nineteen studies involving over 2,500 participants from various
countries were reviewed. These studies showed that ACT helps reduce depression, anxiety, and stress
while improving blood sugar management, quality of life, and psychological flexibility. Online and
group interventions, especially for children and their parents, effectively and positively affect
children's quality of life. Combining ACT with positive psychology and mindfulness eased better
disease management and improved patient-physician relationships.

Conclusion: ACT, as a comprehensive and flexible approach, expands the boundaries of traditional
psychological treatments. By integrating mindfulness, acceptance, and commitment principles, this
method not only reduces stress and distress associated with diabetes but also provides a foundation
for more effective patient-physician interactions, improved quality of life, and enhanced self-
management of the disease.
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Introduction
Diabetes, as one of the most common chronic illnesses in
childhood, has profound effects on the physical and mental
health of affected children (1). This condition, typically
characterized by elevated blood glucose levels and the body’s
inability to regulate insulin, demands continuous care and
management (2). Beyond complicating daily routines, it
imposes substantial psychological burdens on children and
their families (3, 4). Effective management requires strict
adherence to a regimen involving frequent blood glucose
monitoring, insulin administration, and dietary modifications
(5), a challenging responsibility for children, especially at an
age when life is typically focused on play and learning (6). The
pressure to keep such a complex and essential routine often
results in significant psychological challenges, with depression,
anxiety, and stress being common yet underrecognized
consequences (7, 8).

To address these challenges, integrating psychological
support, fostering peer support networks, and incorporating
regular mental health screenings into routine care are crucial
steps (16). In this context, Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) has shown promise as an effective
psychological intervention for managing diabetes (17, 18). By
focusing on strategies of acceptance and value-driven actions,
ACT supports children in coping with condition-related
anxieties, such as fears of blood glucose fluctuations or
frustrations over dietary restrictions. It enhances psychological
flexibility and significantly improves patients’ quality of life
(19, 23). The importance of ACT lies in its ability to reduce
anxiety and depression, improve treatment adherence, and
bolster psychological resilience, particularly in pediatric
populations. This study aims to systematically evaluate the
effectiveness of ACT in reducing psychological challenges and
enhancing the quality of life of children with diabetes. By
synthesizing existing research findings, this study looks to
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show a comprehensive scientific framework for implementing
ACT in therapeutic and support programs for diabetic children.

Method

This systematic review, conducted using the PRISMA
framework (24), examines research findings on the
effectiveness of ACT in alleviating depression, anxiety, and
stress in children with diabetes. A comprehensive search was
performed across English-language databases, including
Google Scholar, PubMed, ProQuest, Embase, PsycINFO, and
Scopus, using specialized keywords such as diabetes,
depression, anxiety, stress, psychological distress, children, and
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy. The search period
spanned from January 2013 to September 2024. Articles were
purposefully selected based on predefined inclusion criteria
(relevance to the study objective, adherence to a structured
research framework, and publication in a peer-reviewed
scientific journal) and exclusion criteria (unavailability of the
full text, editorial content, lack of abstract, unrelated outcomes,
low quality, or inaccurate reporting). All retrieved articles were
meticulously reviewed by the authors using the specified
keywords. To further ensure a comprehensive review, after
excluding irrelevant studies and selecting the primary articles,
the reference lists of the selected articles were also examined
for other relevant studies (25).

The researchers independently analyzed the content of each of
the nineteen included articles. Each article was individually
reviewed, and relevant data was extracted and entered a content
analysis form. Quality assessment of the selected studies was
conducted using criteria proven in earlier research (26, 28). For
quantitative studies, six specific criteria were evaluated using a
binary scoring system (0 or 1). The cutoff score for excluding
studies was set at 4 or below. From a first pool of 749 articles
related to the effectiveness of ACT on depression, anxiety, and
stress in children with diabetes, 19 articles met the inclusion
criteria. These articles were subjected to thorough and detailed
review and analysis (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow chart outlining research results
Results

Among the first 749 articles, nineteen studies were included in
the final analysis. These studies examined the effectiveness of
ACT for children, adolescents, and parents of children with
diabetes and other chronic diseases. The total number of
participants in these studies exceeded 2,500, including children,
adolescents, and parents. The study samples were diverse,
consisting of diabetic patients, parents of children with chronic
ilinesses, and adolescents at various stages of treatment. The
methodologies included randomized controlled trials (RCTS),
cross-sectional  analyses, = mixed-method  approaches,
qualitative research, and systematic reviews. These studies
encompassed a wide range of therapeutic interventions, age
groups, and research designs. Studies conducted in various
countries, including Sweden, the United States, China, and
Iran, showed that ACT effectively reduces depression, anxiety,
and psychological distress in children and adolescents with
diabetes. Additionally, ACT has been shown to improve blood
glucose management, quality of life, and psychological
flexibility in these patients. Group-based and internet-based
interventions have yielded meaningful results in enhancing
disease acceptance, reducing perceived stress, and improving
health-specific self-efficacy in this age group.

ACT-based interventions, particularly in online formats, have
also proven beneficial for parents of children with diabetes.
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These interventions have successfully reduced psychological
symptoms, improved mindfulness skills, and enhanced the
overall family quality of life. The findings suggest that such
improvements in parents can have positive indirect effects on
the quality of life of their children. Some studies have
investigated the combination of ACT with positive psychology
and mindfulness-based exercises. The results show that these
integrated approaches enhance self-management behaviors,
reduce diabetes-related stress, and foster positive
communication between patients and their parents. Whether
delivered individually, in groups, or through online platforms,
ACT has proven to be an effective tool for improving mental
health, diabetes management, and quality of life among
children, adolescents, and their parents. By emphasizing
mindfulness skills and acceptance, this approach has shown
significant positive outcomes in reducing stress, improving
communication, and promoting self-management behaviors.

Conclusion

This study aimed to systematically review the effectiveness of
ACT in reducing depression, anxiety, and stress in children
with diabetes. The findings show that ACT is effective in
alleviating depression, anxiety, and stress in children with
diabetes, while also improving blood glucose management,
quality of life, and psychological flexibility (8). Moreover, this
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therapy has demonstrated positive results for parents, including
reduced stress and improved quality of life. Integrating ACT
with positive psychology and mindfulness practices has further
enhanced self-management behaviors, disease acceptance, and
communication. The supportive patient-physician relationship
also plays a critical role in improving the effectiveness of these
interventions (19, 23). ACT focuses on accepting the current
situation and aligning actions with personal values, helping
patients develop healthier relationships with distressing
thoughts and emotions. This approach enables them to direct
their energy toward purposeful and adaptive behaviors (18).
Such features contribute to significant reductions in depression,
anxiety, and stress symptoms, while also improving
psychological flexibility and quality of life in children and
adolescents with diabetes (23).

Additionally, ACT has shown indirect positive effects on
families, such as reducing parental stress and improving
mindfulness skills, reflecting its comprehensive approach to
enhancing the overall health of the family system (20). ACT
provides a valuable framework for addressing the
psychological challenges of children with diabetes, particularly
in reducing symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress. Given
the chronic nature of diabetes, these children are at a heightened
risk of psychological difficulties, as daily management
demands, and the fear of complications can worsen feelings of
hopelessness, persistent worry, and distress (21). Nevertheless,
this study has some limitations, including the lack of focus on
distinct types of diabetes, such as Type 2 diabetes, and the
omission of individual and contextual factors like
socioeconomic status and family mental health history.
Additionally, most studies emphasized short-term treatment
outcomes, without assessing the long-term sustainability of the
results. Limited access to the full texts of certain articles also
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restricted a more in-depth analysis of findings. These
limitations may affect the generalizability and precision of the
results.
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