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Abstract

Background: It seems that divorce is not just an event in the lives of
parents and children, but rather a transformation that causes humans
to enter a new realm of life, a realm that can have irreparable
consequences for children, and its effects can even be observed and
examined in later stages of life. The purpose of this study was to
determine the effectiveness of group counseling based on metacognitive
therapy in reducing aggression and improving the psychological well-
being of divorced teenage girls.

Methods: This study was a quasi-experimental study with a pre-test-
post-test design with a control group. The statistical population
included all divorced female high school students in the border city of
Parsabad, Moghan, who were selected from high school schools in the
academic year 2023-2024 through a convenience sampling method. In
the next stage, 40 students with high scores on the aggression
questionnaire and low scores on the psychological well-being
questionnaire were selected and randomly assigned to the experimental
and control groups. The experimental group was trained in
metacognitive therapy based on the Wells method for 16 sessions. The
research tools included the Bass and Perry aggression questionnaire
and the Riff psychological well-being questionnaire. To analyze the
data and test the hypotheses, multivariate inferential statistics and
analysis of covariance were used, and the data were analyzed using
SPSS version 22 software.

Results: The results showed that group counseling based on
metacognitive therapy had a significant effect on reducing aggression
(F=87.51) and improving psychological well-being (F=61.27) of
adolescents. According to the findings, the effect coefficient of
metacognitive therapy training was 48.3 and 43.2 percent on
aggression and psychological well-being of adolescent girls who were
children of divorce in the border city of Parsabad, respectively (P-
value<0.05).

Conclusions: Therefore, it is emphasized that the use of educational
and therapeutic centers based on the results of this research in the field
of controlling aggression and improving the psychological well-being
of students using the metacognitive therapy method.
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Introduction
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Divorce is a transitional process in life that affects each
family member in different ways and at various times. Studies
indicate that the rising trend of divorce over the past half-
century is a global phenomenon, driven by demographic,
economic, legal, value-based, and cultural changes'. In this
context, Iranian society has also been moving in a direction
over the past two decades where the number of divorces
increases year by year, despite all social policies and cultural
planning efforts?.

Changes in family structure are accompanied by stress and
tension for all family members, often leading to increased
economic and social problems and a higher likelihood of lower
psychological adjustment among family members®. Parental
divorce impacts the mental health of children; however, the
relationship between parental divorce and the mental health of
children is not a simple cause-and-effect one. Research
findings on parental divorce and its consequences for children
reveal that opinions in this area vary significantly. Early studies
on divorce believed that parental divorce had short-term effects
on children, which diminish over time*. However, subsequent
research has shown that because parental conflict and domestic
violence continue in the period following divorce, the mental
health of children is further affected. It can be said that children
from divorced families experience more behavioral and
emotional problems and face greater communication challenges
and academic difficulties compared to children from intact
families® > ©.

The most challenging period of human life from an
educational perspective is considered to be adolescence’.
During this phase, adolescents are subjected to significant
stress due to the onset of puberty and the emergence of new
behaviors. If the challenges and issues associated with puberty
are compounded by additional pressures, such as parental
divorce, it creates a fertile ground for crises and psychological
problems, potentially altering the trajectory of the adolescent’s
life®. Research on the vulnerabilities and issues faced by
children of divorced parents indicates that various
psychological problems, including depression, anxiety,
aggression, and suicidal tendencies among adolescents, can be
traced back to the stressors and pressures resulting from
divorce®. It appears that divorce is not merely an event in the
lives of parents and children but rather a transformation that
propels individuals into a new phase of existence. This
transition can have irrevocable consequences for children, and
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its effects can even be observed and analyzed in later stages of
life!®.

As previously mentioned, one of the consequences of
divorce is the aggression exhibited by children. Aggression
refers to intentional behavior (either verbal or non-verbal) that
result in psychological or physical harm to oneself or others,
aimed at achieving a goal or for emotional release'!. The
impact of parental divorce on children’s aggression typically
manifests as externalizing behaviors. Such behaviors are more
commonly observed in extroverted adolescents, who may
struggle to articulate the anger that arises within them to their
parents, resulting in heightened aggression, especially if they
have been exposed to prolonged verbal and physical conflicts
between their parents. Externalizing behaviors can present in
various forms, including attention deficit disorders,
hyperactivity, and oppositional defiant disorder'?. According to
Parakkal Kurian et al. aggression is a negative mental state
associated with cognitive deficits and distortions, along with
maladaptive behaviors'3. Social psychologists endeavor to
study aggression based on its roots to foster greater peace in the
world. In line with this objective, aggression can be categorized
into two broad types: reactive aggression and instrumental
aggression. Reactive aggression is characterized by impulsive,
immediate responses with the primary aim of inflicting pain on
others. In contrast, instrumental aggression is executed calmly
and, in its advanced form, is premeditated, with the main goal
being the acquisition of a desired object?.

Another aspect influenced by family problems and parental
divorce is the psychological well-being of children.
Psychological well-being can be defined as having a positive
self-attitude, engaging constructively with the surrounding
world, and possessing hope and purpose in life. The reason for
choosing the term “psychological well-being” instead of
“mental health” is that the former conveys more positive
dimensions to the human mind'*. From this perspective, an
individual is considered to have psychological well-being if
they exhibit characteristics such as self-esteem, extensive social
connections, a sense of self-efficacy, and a feeling of
independence’®. According to Ryff, psychological well-being
consists of six components: 1) Self-acceptance (accepting
various aspects of oneself and having a positive attitude toward
life and one’s past), 2) Positive relationships with others (the
ability to love, establish intimate and trusting relationships, and
express empathy), 3) Independence (acting based on personal
standards and the ability to withstand social pressures), 4)
Environmental mastery (the ability to create or choose an
environment that aligns with one’s psychological conditions
and to control external activities), 5) Purpose in life (having
goals and finding meaning in life) and 6) Personal growth (the
feeling of ongoing development and striving to demonstrate
one’s potential)!®. Research indicates that children from
divorced families exhibit lower psychological well-being,
poorer self-concept, and weaker social relationships compared
to children from intact families'®. Therefore, employing
strategies to mitigate the consequences of parental separation
and enhance the well-being of children is of paramount
importance, as psychological well-being is one of life’s greatest
aspirations and significantly impacts individuals’ mental health
more than any other factor',

In this context, many researchers have sought to explore
various therapeutic methods to assist families experiencing
divorce. For example, the effects of self-differentiation
training, group Gestalt therapy, life skills training, cognitive-
behavioral family therapy, bibliotherapy, and play-based
activities on various disorders in children of divorced parents,
including aggression, have been examined®. One therapeutic
approach in this area is metacognitive therapy. It appears that
advancements in addressing aggression and psychological well-
being should be based on the underlying mechanisms and
factors contributing to maladaptive worry. Thus, Wells’
metacognitive model has garnered attention due to its
conceptual framework and detailed therapeutic guidelines. This
model posits that individuals exhibiting aggression hold
positive beliefs about their worries and behaviors, viewing
them as useful tools for coping with threats. According to
Wells, the cognitive-attentional syndrome encompasses a
collection of cognitive and attentional processes and activities
that manifest primarily as continuous conceptual processing,
often in the form of worry, rumination, threat monitoring, risk
focus, suppression of thoughts, and behaviors such as
cognitive,  behavioral, and  emotional  avoidance!’.
Consequently, metacognitive therapy is considered a novel
approach for understanding the causes of mental health issues
and treating individuals with cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral ~ disorders'®. The rationale for selecting
metacognitive therapy in this study is that it significantly
impacts the control and reduction of aggression and the
improvement of psychological well-being due to the
application of techniques that facilitate cognitive change. After
cognitive restructuring, adolescents demonstrate awareness of
cognitive distortions and eliminate stimuli that lead to
aggression, resulting in more normative and desirable
behaviors. They typically achieve greater adaptability within
their family, school, and community environments, ultimately
leading to a reduction in psychological vulnerability and
aggression among adolescents!®.

Therefore, based on what has been discussed, divorce not
only brings about economic, social, and psychological
problems for families but also leads to anxiety, feelings of
anger, aggression, guilt, distress, fear, and adjustment
difficulties in children. In light of the increasing divorce rates
in Iran, which have recently crossed alarming thresholds, it is
essential to highlight that when divorce occurs, it results in
detrimental consequences for children, including cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral issues, as well as academic decline.
This underscores the necessity for therapeutic interventions in
this area. Additionally, given that various treatments have been
explored for reducing psychological problems, and considering
that the effectiveness of existing therapies remains a subject of
debate, this study aims to address the question of whether
metacognitive-based group counseling has an impact on
reducing aggression and improving the psychological well-
being of adolescent girls from divorced families.

Materials and Methods

The research method is applied in terms of its objective and
semi-experimental (intervention-based) in terms of execution,
conducted using a pre-test and post-test design with two groups
(control and experimental). The statistical population consisted
of all female high school students from divorced families in the
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border city of Parsabad Moghan, selected from high schools
during the academic year 2023-2024. Subsequently, 40
students were chosen based on high scores in the aggression
questionnaire and low scores in the psychological well-being
questionnaire, and were randomly assigned to the experimental
and control groups. Prior to the implementation of the
therapeutic programs, a pre-test was administered to all three
groups in a single session. The metacognitive therapy program
was then conducted in 90-minute sessions for the experimental
group, while the control group did not receive any intervention.
Following this, to assess the intervention’s impact, a post-test
was again administered to both groups in a single session. In
this study, the following instruments were used for data
collection:

1. Buss and Perry Aggression Questionnaire (1992): The
Buss and Perry Aggression Questionnaire, developed in 1992,
is one of the most successful tools for measuring aggression.
This questionnaire consists of 29 items, with 12 items (numbers
28, 27, 26, 25, 24, 23, 20, 19, 17, 16, 15) assessing aggressive
behaviors, 7 items (numbers 29, 22, 21, 18, 9, 8, 6) measuring
aggressive thoughts, and 11 items (numbers 14, 13, 12, 11, 10,
7, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1) evaluating feelings of aggression. This self-
report instrument requires respondents to answer on a five-
point scale from 1 (does not describe me at all) to 5 (describes
me very well). Individuals who score below the average on this
questionnaire are considered to have low aggression.
Psychometric analyses of the Buss and Perry questionnaire
indicate high internal consistency (0.89). Additionally, the
correlations among the subscales of this questionnaire and with
the overall scale, ranging from 0.25 to 0.45, demonstrate the
tool’s adequate validity. The reliability obtained from test-

retest scores for all participants (91 individuals), female
participants (48 individuals), and male participants (38
individuals) was 0.70, 0.68, and 0.79, respectively?.
Furthermore, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients (internal
consistency) for all participants were 0.87, for female
participants were 0.86, and for male participants were 0.89. In
the present study, Cronbach’s alpha was used to examine the
internal consistency of the aggression questionnaire, yielding a
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.862!.

2. Psychological Well-Being Scale (1989): The
Psychological Well-Being Scale was developed by Carol Ryff
in 1980. This questionnaire consists of 18 items and measures
the dimensions of psychological well-being based on Ryff’s
model, which includes self-acceptance, environmental mastery,
positive relationships with others, purpose in life, personal
growth, and autonomy. The items are rated on a 6-point scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).
Dierendonck reported internal consistency coefficients for the
subscales of the questionnaire using Cronbach’s alpha ranging
from 0.52 to 0.90?%. In another study, Shokri et al. reported the
internal consistency coefficients for the subscales of
psychological ~well-being self-acceptance, environmental
mastery, positive relationships with others, purpose in life,
personal growth, and autonomy as 0.77, 0.77, 0.74, 0.75, 0.72,
and 0.60, respectively?®. Also, in the study by Sefidi and
Farzad, the internal consistency of this scale using Cronbach's
alpha method in a sample of 414 medical students was found to
be 0.91%4,

As can be seen in Table 1, a summary of the metacognitive
therapy sessions is reported.

Table 1. Summary of metacoghnitive therapy based on Wells’ method (2007)

Sessions Content of sessions
First Introduction to the model and preparing students for skill acquisition
Second Identification and naming of rumination periods: homework assignment
Third Review of homework assignment: introduction and practice of mindfulness-based dissociation
Fourth Review of homework assignment: identifying triggers and applying fragmented mindfulness
Fifth Exercise: attention training technique, activity level assessment, and avoidant coping - homework assignment
Sixth Postponing rumination, homework
Seventh Review homework, check application of postponing rumination (enhancing further application)
Eighth Challenging positive beliefs about rumination: homework assignment
Ninth Reviewing homework, verifying the sustainable application of detached mindfulness, and continuing the challenge against positive beliefs
about rumination
Tenth Assessing activity levels, practicing attention-training techniques: homework assignment
Eleventh Reviewing homework, analyzing and challenging negative beliefs about anxiety-related emotions: homework assignment
Twelfth Reviewing homework, further analyzing and challenging negative beliefs about uncontrollability of worry: homework assignment
Thirteenth Reviewing homework, working on developing new intervention programs
Fourteenth Examining and modifying the fear of symptom recurrence: homework assignment
Fifteenth Reviewing homework, preventing relapse, working on remaining metacognitive beliefs
Sixteenth Predicting future triggers and discussing the application of the new program, planning booster sessions, summarizing, resolving
ambiguities, practicing, reviewing previous sessions, followed by post-assessment implementation
Results experimental group in the pre-test were (77.15+7.89) and in the

Based on the results of Table 2, the mean and standard
deviation of aggression scores in the two experimental and
control groups in the pre-test and post-test stages show that the
mean and standard deviation of aggression scores in the
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control group (76.74+7.59), and in the post-test, the mean and
standard deviation of aggression scores in the experimental
group were (58.36+£5.72) and in the control group

(76.22+7.17).
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Table 2. Mean and standard deviation of aggression and psychological well-being by group and test type

Experimental Control

Variable Group ™M D v D
Aggression Pre-test 77.15 7.89 76.74 7.59
Post-test 58.36 5.72 76.22 7.17
Psychological well-being Pre-test 32.38 432 3226 297
Post-test 45.27 6.64 3391 4.76

To investigate the effectiveness of metacognitive therapy-
based group counseling on reducing aggression and improving
psychological well-being in adolescent girls who are children
of divorce, a multivariate analysis of covariance test was used.
For this purpose, the underlying assumptions of this test were
first examined as follows: First, the Shapiro-Wilk test was used
to examine the normality of the distribution of scores, and the
results indicated that the data were normally distributed (P-
value>0.05). Then, Levene's test was used, and based on its
results, the equality of variance in the groups was confirmed
(P-value>0.05). Also, the assumption of homogeneity of the
regression slope was established. Thus, the necessary
conditions for conducting the covariance test were all met.

As can be seen in Table 3, the results of the covariance test
show that by eliminating the effects of the pre-test, the main
effect of group counseling based on metacognitive therapy on
aggression and psychological well-being scores in the post-test
is significant (P-value<0.05). This means that metacognitive
therapy has reduced adolescent aggression and improved
psychological well-being in daughters of divorce in the
experimental group. The squared ETA, which is the effect of
group membership on the aggression variable, was 48.3
percent, and on psychological well-being, was 43.2 percent.

Table 3. Group counseling based on metacognitive therapy on reducing aggression and improving psychological well-being of adolescent girls

"
<
© i
2z o H
o a © o
-} I+ k3 2 © -1
© 5 € a8 @ w 20 = 3
© o S = v w 2
> «n a 3 @
= = :
g o
=
Group  42.268 1 68.825 87351 0.001 0.483 1.000
Aggression Error  18.395 38 0.483
Total 60.663 39
Group  218.33 1 218.33 61.27 0.001 0.432 1.000
Psychological well-being  Error  135.41 38 3.563
Total 353.74 39

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to determine the
effectiveness of group counseling based on metacognitive
therapy in reducing aggression and improving the
psychological well-being of adolescents. The results showed
that group counseling based on metacognitive therapy has a
significant effect on reducing aggression and improving the
psychological well-being of adolescents. According to the
findings, metacognitive therapy training has an effect of 48.3
and 43.2 percent on aggression and psychological well-being of
adolescent girls who are children of divorce, respectively.

The that group counseling based on
metacognitive therapy had a significant effect on reducing

results showed

aggression in adolescent girls who were children of divorce (P-
value<0.05). In line with this result, Galle Girian and Deireh?3,
Talayi and Vafaei®®, Godini et al.?, Samkhaniani?’, and
Ghlinejad et al.?® reached similar results.

Therefore, in explaining the effectiveness of group
counseling on metacognitive therapy on the aggression of
divorced teenage girls, we can say what impact it has on the
therapeutic program for functioning. In addition, this program
is based on cognitive changes and creating changes in
individuals' cognitions. After cognitive restructuring, it
provides a basis for adolescents who have had problems with
negative cognitions, pessimism towards others, irrational
thoughts, and unfounded prejudices to change their feelings,
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thoughts, and aggressive behaviors after divorce?. Another
reason for its effectiveness in reducing aggression is that in this
treatment program, anger and aggression management is
carried out through cognitions and thoughts that increase the
clients' aggression, and behavioral changes occur following the
cognitive changes, which reduces the aggressive behaviors of
divorced adolescents. In other words, after changing the
adolescents' perspective and cognitive restructuring, aggression
and the tendency to express violence also decreased. It seems
that in explaining the effectiveness of metacognitive therapy, it
is necessary to mention the following points: in this approach,
instead of treatment involving challenging intrusive thoughts
and dysfunctional beliefs, it involves communicating with
thoughts in a way that prevents the creation of resistance or
complex perceptual analysis and can eliminate maladaptive
thinking strategies about worry. Therefore, the existence of
negative beliefs cannot clearly explain the pattern of thinking
and subsequent responses>’.

Another finding of this study was that group counseling
based on metacognitive therapy had a significant effect on the
psychological well-being of adolescent girls who were children
of divorce in the border city of Parsabad-Moghan (P-
value<0.05). This finding was consistent with the results of
studies by Moohadian et al.3!, Talayi and Vafaei®®, and Sam
Khaniani?’.

In the present explanation, it can be said that metacognitive
therapy seems to help adolescents who are children of divorce
to cope with their feelings of anxiety, emotional processes, and
worries, and through metacognitive techniques, negative chains
and sequential thoughts reduce automatic negative thoughts
and emotions in these individuals, which provides the basis for
better processing of emotional and psychological processes®2.
In addition, metacognitive therapy emphasizes beliefs,
thoughts, and negative emotions as a result of metacognitive
control of cognition and emotion, and states how metacognitive
beliefs are effective in maintaining and changing cognition and
emotion. Metacognitive intervention offers levels of
intervention that do not emphasize challenging the content of
negative thoughts, beliefs, and emotions as emphasized in
traditional cognitive interventions, but rather attempt to change
metacognitions that maladaptive increase repetitive negative
thoughts and emotions or increase generalized negative beliefs.
Changes in levels of thinking and emotion can also lead to
changes in cognitive, metacognitive, and emotional
processes®. The result of this continuum can also lead to
improved mental health and psychological well-being in
adolescent girls who are children of divorce.

This study had some limitations, including the fact that the
findings of the present study cannot be generalized to all
adolescent girls from divorced families. The cross-sectional
nature of the study over a period of time made it difficult to
track changes in divorce-related processes. This study was
conducted solely on adolescent children of divorced girls, and
therefore we face limitations in generalizing the results to other
age and gender groups. Based on the findings, it is suggested
that school counselors should hold workshops to empower
divorced parents with children to help their children adjust after
divorce. Schools and families should work together to identify
adolescents who experience anxiety or aggressive behavior and
refer them to counseling centers for psychological counseling
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and treatment. Workshops should be held in schools to teach
metacognitive strategies and improve psychological well-being
for students experiencing divorce. It is recommended that
future research compare these treatments with other treatments
to better determine their effectiveness. In future research, other
than aggression and psychological well-being, other
consequences of divorce in adolescents should be examined
using therapeutic methods. Also, for better generalizability of
the results of this study, it should be conducted in other age and
gender groups experiencing divorce.
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