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Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Reality Therapy and
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) on the meaning in life among elderly
individuals attending day rehabilitation centers in Tehran.

Methodology: A semi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and follow-up
stages including a control group was applied. Ninety elderly participants (aged 65-80)
were selected via purposive sampling and randomly assigned to three groups: Reality
Therapy, ACT, and control (30 each). Experimental groups received 8 weekly 90-
minute group therapy sessions based on Glasser’s and Hayes’ respective therapeutic
models. Data were collected using the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (Steger et al.,
2006) and analyzed with repeated measures ANOVA.

Findings: Findings showed significant increases in both “presence of meaning” and
“search for meaning” in the post-test and follow-up stages for both treatment groups
compared to the control group (P<0.05). There was no significant difference between
the two experimental groups in their impact on meaning in life (P>0.05), suggesting
that both interventions were equally effective in enhancing the sense of life meaning
among the elderly.

Conclusion: Reality Therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy are both
effective interventions for improving meaning in life in the elderly population and are
recommended for psychological interventions in rehabilitation centers.

Keywords: Reality Therapy, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Meaning in Life,
Elderly, Rehabilitation Centers.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The process of aging represents a significant biological, psychological, and social transformation
that increasingly demands attention from health systems, especially in rapidly aging societies like Iran
(Koosha et al., 2025; Pruchno, 2021). As global demographics shift, the elderly population faces unique
psychological and existential challenges, notably the quest for meaning in life, which is critical to their
well-being (Chockalingam et al., 2024; Malakouti et al., 2021). Aging is often accompanied by reflections on the
past and preparation for life’s end, often intensified by physical decline and chronic illness (Bahrami et al.,
2021; Fotoukian et al., 2013). This existential questioning frequently manifests as a diminished sense of
meaning, which has been linked to adverse psychological outcomes (Moini et al., 2023; Rudnicka et al., 2020).

In psychological theory, meaning in life is considered a central component of well-being,
encompassing the presence of and search for purpose (He et al., 2023; Steger et al., 2008). Logotherapy and
contemporary positive psychology emphasize the adaptive function of meaning in life, noting its
association with motivation, resilience, and a sense of coherence (Borawski et al., 2021; Crego et al., 2021).
Among therapeutic interventions, Reality Therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) have
emerged as two effective modalities targeting existential concerns. Reality Therapy emphasizes personal
responsibility and choice, helping individuals regain control over their lives (Glasser, 2003; Habibi et al., 2018;
Shishefar, 2017), whereas ACT promotes psychological flexibility through acceptance, mindfulness, and
value-based action (Klimczak & Levin, 2023; Mottaghi et al., 2022). These approaches may help elderly
individuals derive renewed meaning and engagement with life despite the adversities of aging (Mazaheri
Tehrani et al., 2022; Shahsavari et al., 2025).

Despite the growing body of research supporting these therapies, few comparative studies have
focused on their effectiveness among elderly populations in community-based rehabilitation settings.
Addressing this gap, the present study compares the effectiveness of Reality Therapy and ACT in
enhancing the sense of meaning in life among elderly clients in Tehran. Building upon prior evidence
(Behzadi et al., 2021; Sepas, 2022; Zandi et al., 2023), this investigation seeks to evaluate the short- and medium-
term outcomes of both treatments and offer insights for clinical application in geriatric mental health care.

Methodology

This semi-experimental study employed a pre-test, post-test, and follow-up design with a control
group. The participants consisted of 90 elderly individuals aged between 65 and 80 years, recruited
through purposive sampling from day rehabilitation centers in Tehran. After applying inclusion and
exclusion criteria, participants were randomly assigned into three groups: Reality Therapy (n=30), ACT
(n=30), and a control group (n=30). Inclusion criteria included basic literacy, low baseline scores on
psychological flexibility and meaning in life scales, and consent to participate. Exclusion criteria included
psychiatric medication, previous therapy in either modality, and concurrent psychological interventions.

Both intervention groups received eight weekly 90-minute sessions based on standardized
protocols. Reality Therapy sessions followed Glasser’s choice theory framework, focusing on identifying
personal needs, enhancing self-awareness, evaluating ineffective behavior, and fostering responsibility.
ACT sessions were structured around Hayes’ six core processes, including cognitive defusion, acceptance,
contact with the present moment, self-as-context, values clarification, and committed action.
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Data were collected using the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (Steger et al., 2006), which measures
two subscales: presence of meaning and search for meaning. The reliability and validity of this instrument
have been confirmed in previous studies. Statistical analyses included repeated measures ANOVA and
Bonferroni post-hoc tests, with significance set at P<0.05.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated balanced demographic distributions across the three groups. In both
experimental groups, significant improvements were observed in presence of meaning, search for
meaning, and overall meaning in life from pre-test to post-test and follow-up, compared to the control
group. In the Reality Therapy group, the effect sizes for presence of meaning, search for meaning, and
overall life meaning were n?> = 0.942, 0.928, and 0.957 respectively. For the ACT group, effect sizes were
n?>=0.939, 0.913, and 0.952, indicating strong treatment effects.

Post-hoc comparisons revealed no significant differences between Reality Therapy and ACT at
either post-test or follow-up stages (P > 0.05), indicating comparable efficacy. However, both
interventions significantly outperformed the control group at both stages (P < 0.05). These results suggest
that both therapeutic approaches are effective and stable in promoting life meaning in the elderly
population over a two-month follow-up.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm the significant positive impact of both Reality Therapy and
ACT on enhancing meaning in life among elderly individuals. Reality Therapy's emphasis on internal
control, personal responsibility, and meaningful choice enables older adults to reinterpret life events,
assume agency over their experiences, and restructure behaviors in more adaptive ways. This approach
fosters psychological resilience and self-efficacy, critical in a life stage marked by loss, dependency, and
reflection.

ACT’s contribution lies in its ability to cultivate psychological flexibility, helping participants to
accept painful experiences without avoidance, align actions with core values, and remain mindful of the
present. These processes are especially beneficial for elders who often face chronic health issues, social
isolation, and existential distress. ACT enables them to engage with life more meaningfully, even in the
presence of suffering, thus improving their well-being and emotional stability.

Both therapeutic modalities provide viable and effective psychological tools for use in geriatric
care settings. Their comparable efficacy suggests flexibility in clinical choice, depending on therapist
training, client preferences, and contextual factors. This study contributes valuable empirical support for
integrating structured psychotherapeutic interventions into rehabilitation programs for older adults.

Future research should consider extending follow-up periods beyond two months to assess long-
term efficacy and explore potential differential effects based on personality traits, cognitive status, or
social support networks. Expanding the study across diverse geographic and cultural contexts could also
enhance generalizability. Overall, the results underscore the importance of incorporating meaning-
centered therapies in mental health services for aging populations.
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