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Objective: TThis study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of Emotionally Focused Therapy
(EFT) on cognitive disturbance levels in female athletes.

Method: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest structure,
follow-up, and a control group, and was applied in nature. The research population consisted
of athletes from western Iran who scored at least one standard deviation above the mean on
Mason’s (1994) Cognitive Disorganization Scale. From this population, 40 participants were
selected through convenience sampling and were then randomly assigned to experimental
and control groups (20 athletes in each). The experimental group received Emotion-Focused
Therapy (EFT) based on Greenberg’s protocol, delivered in eight weekly sessions of 90
minutes each. These sessions included training in recognizing and processing emotions,
identifying maladaptive emotional schemas, and practicing emotion regulation strategies.
The control group did not receive any intervention during this period. Data were analyzed
using descriptive statistics, the Shapiro-Wilk test for normality, one-way repeated measures
ANOVA, and Bonferroni post hoc tests, with SPSS software version 23, and a significance
level set at P < 0.05.

Results: The findings indicated a significant change from the pre-test to the post-test in the
cognitive disturbance variable of female athletes (P=0.03), with this change remaining stable
during the follow-up phase (P=0.987).

Conclusion: The findings suggest that Emotionally Focused Therapy can be an effective
intervention for reducing and managing cognitive disturbances in female athletes. This
approach may help decrease cognitive errors, leading to better information processing and
enhanced athletic performance.
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In recent decades, the psychological

aspects of athletic performance have gained
growing attention in both research and
practical fields. While sporting success has
traditionally been linked to physical
conditioning, technical skills, and tactical
knowledge, modern researchers and coaches
increasingly recognize that psychological
factors significantly influence how athletes
train, compete, and adapt under pressure (1).
Among these factors, cognitive processes—
such as  concentration,  information
processing, and  decision-making—are
especially important. However, these
cognitive processes are often disrupted by
unhelpful thought patterns, commonly called
cognitive confusion or cognitive disturbance
in scientific literature (2). Cognitive
confusion involves  various  faulty
information-processing patterns, including
overgeneralization, dichotomous thinking,
personalization, and catastrophizing. In
competitive sports settings, these distortions
can show up as ongoing negative self-talk, an
excessive fear of failure, and rigid, inflexible
views of performance outcomes (3). Athletes
with high levels of cognitive confusion often
get stuck in cycles of harsh self-criticism and
poor concentration, which can ultimately
harm their ability to perform reliably and
adaptively. Among them, female athletes
may be especially at risk because of the
additional psychosocial pressures they
encounter, such as gender stereotypes,
cultural expectations, and limited access to
supportive resources, all of which increase
their vulnerability to cognitive and emotional
difficulties (4). Considering these factors,
there is an urgent need for effective
interventions that not only improve
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performance but also target the underlying
psychological mechanisms behind cognitive
disturbances. Among the various therapeutic
methods explored in sport psychology,
Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT) has
become a promising option (5). Created as a
treatment for couples and families, EFT is
based on attachment theory and focuses on
reworking emotional experiences to promote
healthier interaction patterns and more
adaptive cognitive processing (6). Although
EFT has been extensively investigated in
clinical and relational contexts, its
application within the athletic domain
remains in its infancy and warrants empirical
exploration. Preliminary evidence suggests
that EFT  techniques—ranging  from
identifying emotional triggers to fostering
secure attachment strategies and reprocessing
maladaptive schemas—can be adapted to
meet the needs of athletes, thereby reducing
emotional turmoil and enhancing mental
clarity. By targeting the emotional
foundations of cognitive distortions, EFT
offers a novel pathway to reduce cognitive
confusion, improve decision-making
processes, and strengthen psychological
resilience. The present study was therefore
designed to examine whether interventions
based on Emotionally Focused Therapy
could effectively reduce levels of cognitive

confusion among female athletes.

Materials and Methods: The present study
used a quasi-experimental design with a
control group and a pretest—posttest—follow-
up structure to assess the effectiveness of
Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT) in
reducing cognitive confusion among female
athletes. The research was applied in nature.
The study population included female
athletes actively engaged in various sports
disciplines in western Iran. Participants were
recruited based on the following inclusion
criteria: (a) at least two years of continuous
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participation in  professional athletic
activities, (b) an age between 18 and 35 years,
and (c) ascore at least one standard deviation
above the mean on Mason’s Cognitive
Distortion Scale  (1994), indicating a
clinically significant level of cognitive
confusion. Using purposive sampling, forty
eligible athletes were selected and randomly
assigned to an experimental group (n = 20) or
a control group (n = 20). The experimental
group received an EFT intervention, while
the control group did not receive any
psychological intervention during the study
period. The intervention involved nine 30-
minute EFT sessions led by a trained
therapist. During these sessions, athletes
were encouraged to identify and articulate
emotional triggers related to their athletic
experiences, explore underlying attachment
needs, reprocess maladaptive schemas, and
develop secure and adaptive emotional
responses. These therapeutic components
were specifically designed to address the
emotional roots of cognitive confusion and
promote greater mental clarity and flexibility.
Attendance records were meticulously kept,
and participants were instructed to apply the
techniques learned during therapy in their
daily routines and training environments. All
participants completed the Cognitive
Distortion  Questionnaire  before  the

intervention as a pre—test. Upon completion

of the nine sessions, the same instrument was
administered as a posttest, and a follow-up
assessment was conducted one month later to
evaluate the stability of any observed
changes. Data analysis was performed using
SPSS software (version 23). Descriptive
statistics, including means and standard
deviations, were calculated. The Shapiro—
Wilk test was used to assess the normality of
data distribution, and inferential analyses
were conducted using mixed analysis of
variance (ANOVA), followed by Bonferroni

post hoc comparisons and independent t-
tests. The level of statistical significance was
setat p <0.05.

Results: Statistical analysis of the data
indicated that the Emotionally Focused
Therapy (EFT) intervention had a significant
effect on reducing cognitive confusion levels
in female athletes. The mean scores of
cognitive confusion in the experimental
group showed a significant decrease from the
pre-test to the post-test phase (p = 0.03).
Furthermore, the  follow-up  results
demonstrated that this reduction in cognitive
confusion remained stable one month after
the completion of the intervention, with no
significant difference observed between the
post-test and follow-up scores (p = 0.987).
Conclusion: Based on the findings, it can be
concluded that Emotionally Focused
Therapy, as an effective intervention, is
capable of reducing cognitive confusion in
female athletes. This reduction leads to
improved information processing and
decreased cognitive errors, which ultimately
result in enhanced athletic performance and
increased mental clarity. Moreover, the
sustained positive effects observed during
follow-up indicate the stability and durability
of EFT interventions in improving the
psychological and cognitive well-being of
athletes. Therefore, EFT can be employed as
a valuable therapeutic approach in sport
psychology programs aimed at managing
cognitive and emotional disturbances in
female athletes.

Emotionally Focused Therapy,
cognitive confusion, Female Athlete.



W
Fw Functional Research in
3

= Sport Psychology
This research demonstrates that Emotionally
Focused Therapy (EFT) is not only effective We are grateful to all the people for their
for improving interpersonal relationships but participated in this paper.

also serves as a powerful intervention in sport
psychology. Female athletes who receive this
intervention learn to identify, accept, and
regulate their emotions. This process leads to
a significant reduction in  cognitive
disturbances such as ruminative thoughts,
information processing errors, and lack of
concentration. Since these improvements
remained stable even one month after the
intervention, coaches, sport consultants, and
policymakers should integrate EFT-based
supportive programs alongside physical and
technical training for female athletes. Doing
so will not only enhance their mental health
but also meaningfully improve their athletic
performance.
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