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Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of acceptance and commitment
therapy and self-compassion-based therapy on shame and loneliness in infertile women.
Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest, posttest, and follow-up design
with a control group. The statistical population consisted of infertile women referring to two
specialized infertility clinics in Tehran during 2025-2026. Sixty participants were selected
through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to three equal groups: acceptance and
commitment therapy, self-compassion-based therapy, and control group. Each experimental
group received eight 90-minute intervention sessions, whereas the control group received no
psychological intervention during the study period. Data were collected using the Shame
Questionnaire and the Loneliness Questionnaire at pretest, posttest, and two-and-a-half-month
follow-up stages. The data were analyzed using mixed analysis of variance.

Findings: The results of mixed analysis of variance indicated that both acceptance and
commitment therapy and self-compassion-based therapy significantly reduced shame and
loneliness in infertile women at posttest and follow-up. However, direct comparison of the two
active treatments showed no statistically significant difference between their effects on shame at
posttest and follow-up. Similarly, no significant difference was found between the two
interventions in reducing overall loneliness or its components, including romantic, family,
social, and emotional loneliness. The effect sizes for the comparisons between the two
therapeutic approaches were small, indicating that the two interventions produced relatively
equivalent therapeutic outcomes.

Conclusion: Acceptance and commitment therapy and self-compassion-based therapy can both
be considered effective third-wave psychological interventions for reducing shame and
loneliness among infertile women. The absence of a significant difference between the two
approaches suggests that, despite their different theoretical mechanisms, both interventions have
comparable potential for alleviating the emotional and interpersonal consequences of infertility.
Therefore, integrating these interventions into psychological support services in infertility
treatment centers is recommended.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Infertility is recognized as one of the most significant reproductive health challenges worldwide,
affecting millions of individuals and couples and producing profound psychological, emotional, and social
consequences. Although infertility is primarily defined as the inability to achieve pregnancy after a period
of regular unprotected sexual intercourse, contemporary research increasingly emphasizes its
multidimensional impact on mental health and quality of life (Mateane et al., 2026; Muslu & Uluc, 2026).
Advances in reproductive medicine have improved treatment options; however, many infertile women
continue to experience substantial psychological distress throughout the infertility journey, particularly
during repeated treatment failures and prolonged uncertainty regarding parenthood (Craig, 2026; Ubaldi et
al., 2019).

Women often bear a disproportionate psychological burden associated with infertility because
motherhood is strongly connected to feminine identity in many cultural contexts. Consequently, infertility
may be interpreted as a personal inadequacy, resulting in heightened vulnerability to depression, anxiety,
emotional distress, and interpersonal difficulties (Anan et al., 2024; Saffarieh et al., 2020). Research has
consistently demonstrated elevated levels of psychological distress among infertile women, including
concerns related to body image, social evaluation, self-worth, and future uncertainty (Jannink et al., 2024;
Stener-Victorin et al., 2024). Moreover, unsuccessful assisted reproductive treatments can intensify emotional
suffering and negatively affect marital satisfaction and overall well-being (Rahimi Shandiz et al., 2024).

Among the psychological consequences of infertility, shame has emerged as a particularly
significant construct. Shame is a self-conscious emotion characterized by negative self-evaluation and
perceptions of inadequacy, defectiveness, or failure. Unlike guilt, which is generally directed toward
specific behaviors, shame targets the global self and is often associated with feelings of worthlessness and
social devaluation. Infertile women frequently experience internalized shame because infertility may be
viewed as a failure to fulfill expected social and familial roles (Bagade et al., 2023; Oyuyo, 2024). Such
experiences often lead to self-criticism, avoidance of social situations, fear of judgment, and reduced
participation in interpersonal relationships (Mabweazara, 2025; Wong, 2025).

Loneliness represents another important psychological outcome of infertility. Loneliness extends
beyond physical isolation and reflects a perceived discrepancy between desired and actual social
relationships. Infertile women may experience emotional, social, familial, and romantic loneliness due to
feelings of exclusion, stigma, reduced social support, and withdrawal from social interactions involving
pregnancy and childbearing. Studies indicate that loneliness is associated with depression, anxiety,
diminished psychological well-being, and reduced quality of life (Miao et al., 2025; Muslu & Uluc, 2026).
Furthermore, shame and loneliness often reinforce one another, creating a cycle that contributes to
sustained psychological distress among infertile women (Bagade et al., 2023; Mateane et al., 2026).

Given the growing recognition of these challenges, increasing attention has been directed toward
psychological interventions capable of addressing the emotional consequences of infertility. Third-wave
cognitive-behavioral approaches have received particular interest because of their emphasis on
mindfulness, acceptance, psychological flexibility, and compassionate self-relating. Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) is among the most extensively studied third-wave interventions. ACT seeks
to enhance psychological flexibility by helping individuals accept difficult internal experiences while



engaging in value-based behavior. Through processes such as acceptance, cognitive defusion, present-
moment awareness, self-as-context, values clarification, and committed action, ACT reduces experiential
avoidance and facilitates adaptive functioning (Hayes & King, 2024; Hayes et al., 2012). Evidence suggests that
ACT is effective across a wide range of psychological difficulties and may be particularly useful for
chronic and emotionally challenging life circumstances (Spencer & Masuda, 2020).

Another promising intervention is Self-Compassion-Based Therapy, grounded in the concepts of
self-compassion and compassion-focused approaches. Self-compassion involves responding to personal
suffering with kindness, mindfulness, and recognition of shared humanity rather than self-judgment and
isolation. Research has demonstrated that self-compassion contributes to emotional resilience,
psychological well-being, and adaptive coping with adversity (Neff & Germer, 2022; Neff, 2023). Compassion-
focused interventions aim to reduce shame and self-criticism while cultivating emotional safety and self-
acceptance through activation of the soothing emotional regulation system (Gilbert, 2014). Meta-analytic
findings have further supported the effectiveness of self-compassion interventions in reducing depression,
anxiety, and stress (Han & Kim, 2023).

Despite the demonstrated effectiveness of both ACT and self-compassion-based approaches,
relatively few studies have directly compared their effects among infertile women, particularly regarding
shame and loneliness. Previous investigations have reported comparable outcomes for these interventions
in enhancing emotional regulation and relationship quality among infertile women and reducing
experiential avoidance in clinical populations (Baratipour et al., 2025; Yadollahi et al., 2025). However, evidence
remains limited concerning their comparative effectiveness in addressing shame and loneliness, two
central psychological challenges associated with infertility. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare
the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Self-Compassion-Based Therapy on
shame and loneliness among infertile women.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and follow-up assessments
in the presence of a control group. The target population consisted of infertile women who attended two
specialized infertility clinics in Tehran during 2025. Sixty participants were selected through convenience
sampling according to predefined inclusion criteria, including a confirmed diagnosis of infertility by a
specialist physician, informed consent to participate, and possession of at least a high school diploma.

After completing baseline assessments, participants were randomly assigned to one of three
groups: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (n = 20), Self-Compassion-Based Therapy (n = 20), and a
control group (n = 20). Both intervention groups participated in eight 90-minute therapeutic sessions
delivered by a doctoral-level psychology trainee who had received formal training in both therapeutic
approaches. Sessions were conducted using a hybrid format, combining face-to-face meetings and online
delivery when necessary.

Data were collected using the Shame Questionnaire and the Loneliness Questionnaire.
Measurements were administered at three time points: before the intervention (pretest), immediately after
the intervention (posttest), and two and a half months later (follow-up). The control group did not receive
any structured psychological intervention during the study period. Ethical principles including
confidentiality, voluntary participation, and informed consent were maintained throughout the research
process.
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Findings

Descriptive analyses indicated that the three groups were relatively similar at baseline regarding
levels of shame and loneliness. Following the interventions, both experimental groups demonstrated
noticeable reductions in shame and loneliness scores, whereas the control group exhibited minimal change
across assessment points.

The mixed-design analysis of variance revealed significant time effects for both shame and
loneliness, indicating that participants’ scores changed significantly across pretest, posttest, and follow-
up assessments. Significant group effects were also observed, demonstrating overall differences among
the three groups. Most importantly, significant time-by-group interaction effects were identified for both
shame and loneliness, indicating that changes over time differed across groups.

Post hoc analyses showed that both Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Self-Compassion-
Based Therapy significantly reduced overall shame compared with the control group at posttest and
follow-up. Similar patterns emerged for loneliness, with both intervention groups reporting significantly
lower loneliness scores than the control group at both assessment points. These findings suggest that the
benefits of both interventions were maintained over the follow-up period.

However, comparisons between the two intervention groups revealed no statistically significant
differences in either shame or loneliness outcomes. Participants receiving ACT and those receiving Self-
Compassion-Based Therapy demonstrated comparable reductions in external shame, internal shame,
romantic loneliness, familial loneliness, social loneliness, emotional loneliness, and total loneliness
scores. Effect sizes associated with comparisons between the two active treatments were small, further
supporting the conclusion that both interventions produced similar therapeutic outcomes.

Overall, the results indicate that both Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Self-Compassion-
Based Therapy effectively reduced shame and loneliness among infertile women, with neither approach
demonstrating superiority over the other.

1 Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study suggest that both Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and
Self-Compassion-Based Therapy are effective psychological interventions for reducing shame and
loneliness among infertile women. The significant reductions observed in both intervention groups
indicate that addressing the emotional consequences of infertility through third-wave therapeutic
approaches can substantially improve psychological adjustment.

The effectiveness of ACT may be explained by its emphasis on psychological flexibility. By
helping individuals accept difficult emotions and disengage from self-defeating cognitive patterns, ACT
enables participants to respond more adaptively to infertility-related distress. Through cognitive defusion
and value-guided action, women become less entangled with self-critical thoughts and more willing to
engage in meaningful life activities despite ongoing challenges.

Similarly, the effectiveness of Self-Compassion-Based Therapy may be attributed to its capacity
to reduce self-criticism and promote a kinder relationship with oneself. By encouraging participants to
recognize suffering as a universal human experience and respond to personal difficulties with
understanding and care, self-compassion interventions help diminish feelings of defectiveness and social
isolation. As a result, participants experience lower levels of shame and greater emotional connectedness.

An important finding of this study was the absence of significant differences between the two
therapeutic approaches. Although ACT and Self-Compassion-Based Therapy originate from distinct



theoretical traditions, both emphasize mindfulness, acceptance, and adaptive emotional regulation. Each
intervention encourages individuals to change their relationship with painful internal experiences rather
than attempting to eliminate them. Consequently, both approaches appear capable of producing similar
psychological benefits among infertile women.

The maintenance of treatment gains during the follow-up period further supports the practical
value of these interventions. The persistence of improvements suggests that participants were able to
integrate therapeutic skills into their daily lives and continue applying them after formal treatment had
ended. Such findings are particularly important given the chronic and often recurring nature of infertility-
related stress.

In conclusion, the present study demonstrates that both Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and
Self-Compassion-Based Therapy are effective interventions for reducing shame and loneliness among
infertile women. Given the absence of significant differences between the two approaches, clinicians may
select either intervention based on client preferences, therapist expertise, and contextual considerations.
Integrating these evidence-based psychological approaches into infertility treatment services may
contribute to improved emotional well-being, greater psychological resilience, and enhanced quality of
life among women facing infertility.
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