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Effects of a Cognitive Defusion Intervention for
Undergraduates with Depressive Symptoms Compared
with a Distraction Intervention and Non-Treatment
Control Conditions

Aram Han*

Yongrae Cho'

Department of Psychology, Hallym University, Chuncheon, Korea

The purpose of the current study was to examine the effects of a cognitive defusion intervention for undergraduates with de-
pressive symptoms. Forty-two undergraduates who showed mild or more severe depression were randomly allocated to one
of three conditions: cognitive defusion (= 15), distraction (n=15), or a non-treatment control (n=12). The two active inter-
ventions (cognitive defusion and distraction interventions) consisted of three weekly 60- or 90-minute-long sessions. The
cognitive defusion intervention group showed significantly greater reductions in the believability of negative automatic
thoughts than did the distraction intervention and control groups. Also, the cognitive defusion intervention group showed
greater reductions in psychological inflexibility and rumination and greater increases in decentering than the control group.
These improvements were maintained at a 2-week follow-up. Effect size analyses indicated that the cognitive defusion inter-
vention group showed larger effect sizes for depressive symptoms and frequency of negative automatic thoughts than the dis-
traction or control groups. In conclusion, these results suggest that cognitive defusion intervention is an effective treatment
for undergraduates with depressive symptoms. Lastly, the implications and limitations of this study are discussed.
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Assessed for
eligibility (n=443)

Allocation (n=52)

Allocated to CDI Allocated to DI Allocated to NT
(n=17) (n=15) (n=20)
\ \ \
Dropped out of Dropped out of Dropped out of
intervention (n=2) intervention (n=0) intervention (n=8)

Analyzed (n=15) | | Analyzed (n=15) | | Analyzed (n=12)

Figure 1. Flowchart of participants.
Note. CDI= Cognitive Defusion Intervention, DI = Distraction Inter-
vention, NT = Non-Treatment.
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Table 1. Baseline Analyses

Cognitive Defusion Intervention for Depression

Variable Cognitive Defusion (n=15)  Distraction (n=15) Non-Treatment (n=12) Fort
Believability of negative automatic thoughts 51.00 (22.71) 59.73 (28.60) 52.33(24.52) .502
Frequency of negative automatic thoughts 49.07 (17.08) 58.13 (26.69) 54.75 (22.68) 621
Emotional discomfort of self-referential thoughts 75.44 (12.72) 76.50 (17.38) - -.190
Believability of self-referential thoughts 71.96 (18.39) 77.66 (15.44) - -919
Psychological inflexibility 25.93 (7.30) 27.47 (9.59) 27.00 (8.08) .130
Rumination 51.07 (9.77) 54.33 (11.81) 52.50 (11.10) .338
Decentering 29.47 (6.03) 28.00 (6.33) 27.00 (8.30) 447
Depressive symptoms 23.47 (8.15) 27.93(9.11) 26.83 (6.34) 1.236
Functional impairment 15.93 (8.08) 15.27 (8.54) 14.92 (2.84) 071
Mental well-being 40.13 (8.62) 40.67 (11.39) 39.33 (5.93) .071
Expectation for treatment 7.22(1.38) 6.60 (.76) - 1.532
3t 2}ol g Ho|x] gkt B |Y) 42 €A] QIAZ BT ARk IR 7 Aol olaA] ekt p= 297, o]t Aski
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Table 2. Means (SDs) for Each Outcome Measure at Time Point and Repeated Measures ANOVA Results

. » Pre Post Flup Condition Time CxT
Variable Condition
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) F F F
Believability of negative CDI 51.00 (22.71)  34.07 (28.12) 27.20 (17.56) 2.152 5.993%* 2.712%
automatic thoughts DI 59.73 (28.60)  46.33 (28.41) 54.73 (26.98)
NT 52.33(24.52)  51.17(29.20) 51.67 (29.35)
Frequency of negative CDI 49.07 (17.08)  28.13(19.52) 25.40 (16.75) 2.489 18.522%* 1.652
automatic thoughts DI 58.13 (26.69) 46.53 (26.52) 45.07 (28.86)
NT 54.75(22.68)  49.00 (28.25) 44.58 (25.88)
Emotional discomfort of CDI 7544 (12.72)  42.31(19.38) 35.99 (21.84) 8.421%* 33.433%%* 3.588
self-referential thoughts DI 7650 (17.38)  59.84 (14.76)  56.44 (16.89)
Believability of self-referential CDI 71.96 (18.39) 34.64 (18.14) 30.08 (20.20) 8.674** 39.556%* 3.106
thoughts DI 77.66 (1544)  57.02 (24.19) 53.86 (25.09)
Psychological inflexibility CDI 25.93 (7.30) 21.87 (6.14) 17.73 (6.14) 2.068 4.063* 3.177*
DI 27.47 (9.59) 23.00 (7.21) 23.47 (9.30)
NT 27.00 (8.08) 26.42 (11.07) 29.58 (13.16)
Rumination CDI 51.07 (9.77) 43.07 (10.62) 39.27 (9.03) 2.857 6.319* 4250
DI 54.33(11.81)  50.87(9.92) 48.93 (11.89)
NT 52.50 (11.10)  51.92(12.47) 5542 (17.33)
Decentering CDI 29.47 (6.03) 33.60 (8.60) 36.07 (6.90) 5.143% 1.853 4,305
DI 28.00 (6.33) 29.80 (5.83) 30.27 (5.80)
NT 27.00 (8.30) 25.75 (9.11) 23.33(7.91)
Depressive symptoms CDI 23.47 (8.15) 15.60 (5.03) 13.87 (6.01) 5.054* 11.040%* 1.546
DI 27.93 (9.11) 23.40 (12.15) 21.27 (10.93)
NT 26.83 (8.11) 26.67 (8.76) 24.17 (10.57)
Functional impairment CDI 15.93 (8.08) 9.93 (6.48) 9.53 (8.63) 437 6.847* 1.141
DI 15.27 (8.54) 13.87 (7.55) 12.67 (8.78)
NT 14.92 (2.84) 12.75 (7.88) 12.67 (7.84)
Mental well-being CDI 40.13 (8.62) 4553 (9.37) 43.93 (11.49) 4.142* 143 3.893%
DI 40.67 (11.39)  41.13 (11.67) 42.07 (11.51)
NT 39.33 (5.93) 31.67 (8.00) 31.92 (8.19)

Note. CDI = Cognitive Defusion Intervention, DI = Distraction Intervention, NT = Non-Treatment.

*p<.05,**p<.01, ***p<.001.

70

60

50

40

30

Believability of
negative automatic thoughts

20

10 1 1 1
Pre Post Flup

Assessment point

Figure 2. Change in believability of negative automatic thoughts be-
tween groups.
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Table 3. Between-Subject Effect Size (ES) for Each Outcome Measure

Cognitive Defusion Intervention for Depression

Cognitive Defusion Distraction

Cognitive Defusion Non-Treatment

Distraction Non-Treatment

Variable
Post Flup Post Flup Post F/up
Believability of negative 0.43 1.21 0.60 1.04 0.17 0.11
automatic thoughts
Frequency of negative 0.79 0.83 0.88 0.90 0.09 0.02
automatic thoughts
Emotional discomfort of 1.02 1.05 - - - -
self-referential thoughts
Believability of self-referential 1.05 1.04 - - - -
thoughts
Psychological inflexibility 0.17 0.73 0.53 1.20 0.38 0.55
Rumination 0.76 0.92 0.77 1.21 0.09 0.45
Decentering 0.52 0.91 0.89 1.73 0.54 1.02
Depressive symptoms 0.84 0.84 1.60 1.24 0.30 0.27
Functional impairment 0.56 0.36 0.40 0.38 0.15 0.00
Mental well-being 0.42 0.16 1.58 1.18 0.93 1.00
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