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ARTICLE INFO Abstract
Background. Preterm infants’ mothers experience higher level of anxiety and
Article History: depression, and are more prone to postpartum depression compared to the mothers of
Received: 26 Nov 2022 term infants. This anxiety at the beginning of and during the breastfeeding process
Accepted: 2 Jan 2023 causes serious disorders. Given the fact that psychological interventions can reduce
ePublished: 12 Mar 2023 individuals’ problems, the present study aimed to investigate the effect of acceptance
and commitment therapy on mental health and breastfeeding self-efficacy of the
Keywords: preterm infants’ mothers.
e Acceptance and Methods. In this randomized controlled trial, 90 mothers of preterm infants admitted to
commitment therapy the neonatal ward and neonatal intensive care unit (NICU) of two university-affiliated
e Breastfeeding self- hospitals in Tabriz in 2021 were examined. Participants were assigned to the
efficacy intervention and control groups adopting stratified block randomization method. The
e Mental health intervention group received group counseling on ACT in eight 60-minute sessions, and
e Preterm infant the control group received routine care. The Depression Anxiety Stress Scale-21 (DASS-

21) and the Breastfeeding Self-Efficacy Scale (BSES) were completed by the participants
before and immediately after the intervention. ANCOVA test with adjustment of
confounding variables was used to compare two groups regarding the outcomes.
Results. The total mean score of BSE in the intervention group was significantly higher
than that in the control group (Mean difference (MD): 5.7; 95% CI: 4.6 to 6.8, P<0.001).
Furthermore, the mean score of all subscales of mental health, including anxiety, stress,
and depression in the intervention group was significantly lower than that in the control
group (P<0.001).

Conclusion. The mental health and BSE of preterm infants’ mothers may have been
improved using ACT. It was recommended that counselling sessions (e.g., ACT) should
be offered for preterm infants’ mothers during postpartum period.

Practical Implications. Preterm birth was a stressful event for parents and may have
aroused negative emotions in mothers. Our study results showed that counseling based
on acceptance and commitment therapy may have improved the mental health and
breastfeeding self-efficacy of mothers with preterm infants.
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Extended Abstract

Background

Experiencing the admission of infant to the NICU
is an emotional and psychological crisis, which
disrupts the parent-infant relationship and causes
many emotional problems for parents. About 27-80%
of the preterm infants’ mothers experience high level
of stress, which is expressed in the form of fear,
restlessness,  crying, feelings of guilt,  anxiety,
irritability, depression, difficulty in concentration, and
frustration. Therefore, preterm infants’ mothers are in
need of support from therapists. Stress and anxiety in
preterm infants’ mothers affect breastfeeding, as it can
reduce the duration of exclusive breastfeeding. One of
the most recent methods of psychotherapy, which is
well-established now, is Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT). The present study aimed to
investigate the effect of ACT-based counseling on
mental health and breastfeeding Self-Efficacy of
preterm infants’ mothers.

Methods

This randomized controlled trial was conducted
on 90 mothers of preterm infants admitted to the
neonatal ward and NICU of Al-Zahra and Taleghani
Educational and Medical Centers in Tabriz. The
inclusion criteria were mothers of preterm infants
admitted to the NICU or neonatal ward following a
preterm birth of less than 37 weeks old, ability to
breastfeed, as well as obtaining anxiety score <7 (mild
and moderate anxiety), depression score <10 (mild
and moderate depression), and stress score <12 (mild
and moderate stress) in the DASS-21 questionnaire.
The exclusion criteria were the application of
psychotropic substances, antidepressants,
barbiturates, narcotics, amphetamines, and cocaine by
mother as well as contraindications to breastfeeding.
The sample size was calculated using the study of
Kianpour et al based on which 45 individuals were
assigned to each group. The sampling was performed
using the convenience sampling method after
obtaining the permission from the Ethics Committee
of Tabriz University of Medical Sciences
(IR TBZMED.REC.1400.200) and registration on the
IRCT website with the code (IRCT20210510051245N1).
A written informed consent was obtained from all

participants, and then they were asked to complete the
socio-demographic and obstetric characteristics,
Depression Anxiety Stress Scale-21 (DASS-21), and
Breastfeeding Self-Efficacy Scale-Short Form (BSES)
questionnaires before the intervention. Participants
were assigned to the intervention and control groups
with a ratio of 1:1 using block randomization with a
block size of 4 and 6. The intervention group received
ACT-based counseling in 5-subject groups in eight
60-minute interactive sessions twice a week. The
control group only received a routine hospital care.
The questionnaires of socio-demographic and
obstetric characteristics, DASS-21, and BSES were
completed by the participants before and after the
intervention. SPSS,, software was used for data
analysis, and Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was
performed to assess the normality of data distribution.
All data had a normal distribution, and P<0.05 was
considered significant.

Results

The results of ANOVA demonstrated that the
scores of anxiety, depression, and stress subscales in
the intervention group were lower than those in the
control group. The BSE score in the intervention
group was significantly higher than that in the control
group. Among the DASS-21 subscales, the largest
decrease was recorded for the stress subscale.

This clinical trial aimed to determine the effect of
ACT-based counseling on mental health and BSE of
preterm infants’ mothers. The results revealed that
ACT increased BSE and reduced stress, anxiety, and
depression of preterm infants’ mothers. Our study
results were consistent with the findings from other
studies suggesting the positive impact of counseling
on BSE increase. Psychological interventions and
effective communication can reduce the mothers’
negative feelings, increase mothers’ confidence in
breastfeeding, and indirectly enhance milk secretion.
In the present study, the total mean score of stress,
anxiety, and depression in the intervention group was
significantly lower than that in the control group after
the intervention. The objective formulated for the
ACT is to create psychological flexibility by teaching
two skills that are believed to help individuals live an
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effective and meaningful life, even in the presence of
serious psychological obstacles.

Conclusion

Given the facts that preterm birth is very stressful
for mothers and may increase their anxiety, stress, and
depression, reduce their BSES, and disrupt exclusive

breastfeeding, providing preterm infants’ mothers
with ACT-based counseling may have improved their
BSES and the mental health.
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