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Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of existential group therapy
and acceptance and commitment-based group therapy on loneliness in single university
students preparing for marriage.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pre-test, post-test, and
follow-up design with a control group. A total of 75 undergraduate students from Azad
University of Mashhad (Elahiyeh branch) in Fall 2023 were selected through
convenience sampling and randomly assigned to two experimental groups and one
control group (25 participants each). The existential group therapy was conducted over
10 sessions, while ACT-based group therapy included 8 weekly sessions. Loneliness
was measured using the UCLA Loneliness Scale. Data were analyzed using univariate
and multivariate ANCOVA.

Findings: ANCOVA results revealed significant differences among the groups in
loneliness reduction (p<0.01). Both intervention groups showed significant decreases
in loneliness at post-test and follow-up compared to the control group. Furthermore,
mean comparison indicated that ACT-based therapy had a greater effect in reducing
loneliness than existential therapy.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that both existential and ACT-based group therapies
are effective in alleviating loneliness in single students preparing for marriage, with
ACT showing superior outcomes. These interventions can be beneficially implemented
in university mental health and counseling programs.

Keywords: Acceptance and commitment therapy, existential therapy, loneliness,
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Loneliness is a prevalent and deeply distressing psychological phenomenon among university
students, particularly those who are single and on the verge of marriage. Research has consistently
demonstrated the negative consequences of loneliness on mental health, including increased risk for
depression, anxiety, and reduced quality of life (Larsson et al., 2020; Mahmoudpour et al., 2021). Young adults
at transitional life stages such as engagement or preparation for marriage often face compounded pressures
from academic, social, and personal expectations, which may exacerbate their sense of isolation (Namazi
etal., 2022; Samadi Kashan et al., 2019). Interventions designed to reduce loneliness and promote psychological
well-being in this population are thus critical, and among such interventions, Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) and Existential Group Therapy (EGT) have received increasing empirical support.

ACT focuses on fostering psychological flexibility by encouraging individuals to accept difficult
internal experiences, reduce experiential avoidance, and commit to value-based action, thereby improving
social connections and reducing feelings of loneliness (Enayati Shabkolai et al., 2023; Ghaffari et al., 2021; Sharif
etal., 2024). Previous studies have highlighted ACT’s effectiveness in diverse populations, such as women
coping with trauma, individuals with chronic illness, and students with social anxiety, indicating
reductions in loneliness and improvements in social adjustment (Enayati Shabkolai et al., 2023; Ghavami et al.,
2019; Najari et al., 2017). On the other hand, existential therapies address loneliness by emphasizing human
freedom, personal responsibility, and meaning-making. This approach encourages clients to confront
existential concerns, including isolation, death anxiety, and the search for meaning, fostering deeper
interpersonal connections through authentic self-understanding (Heidary et al., 2022; Sadri Demirchi & Ramazani,
2016; Vos et al., 2023).

Recent comparative studies suggest both approaches are beneficial but may differ in their
mechanisms and relative effectiveness depending on the population and context (Einbeigi et al., 2019; faghani
tolon et al., 2023; Monemiyan et al., 2021). In particular, ACT appears to offer rapid symptom relief through
mindfulness and acceptance strategies, while existential therapy may promote more profound existential
reflection and lasting shifts in life meaning and relational orientation (Hatami & Tabatabaeinejad, 2023; Vos et
al., 2023). However, direct comparisons of ACT and EGT specifically targeting loneliness among single
university students preparing for marriage remain scarce, especially within Iranian cultural contexts. The
present study seeks to fill this gap by comparing the effectiveness of ACT-based group therapy and
existential group therapy on reducing loneliness in this high-risk group.

Methodology

The study utilized a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and one-month follow-up
assessments. Participants were 60 undergraduate students from Azad University of Mashhad, selected via
convenience sampling and randomly assigned to three equal groups: ACT intervention, existential
intervention, and control. Inclusion criteria included being single and engaged or planning to marry in the
near future, and exclusion criteria encompassed current participation in other psychotherapy or psychiatric
medication use.

The ACT group received eight weekly 45-minute sessions following a protocol adapted from
Kadreberg et al. (2016), focusing on mindfulness, cognitive defusion, acceptance, self-as-context, values



clarification, and committed action. The existential therapy group participated in ten weekly 45-minute
sessions adapted from Asadi, Sayrafi, and Ahadi (2022), addressing topics such as freedom, responsibility,
meaning, existential anxiety, and authentic living. The control group received no psychological
intervention but remained on a waitlist.

Loneliness was measured using the UCLA Loneliness Scale, a 20-item instrument with robust
psychometric properties, translated and validated for use in Iran. Data analysis employed descriptive
statistics and inferential analyses, including multivariate and univariate analyses of covariance, to compare
group differences over time.

Findings

Demographic analyses showed no significant differences between groups in gender distribution
(50% female in the existential group, 60% in the ACT group, and 55% in the control group) or mean age
(20.4 in the existential group, 21.0 in the ACT group, and 20.15 in the control group). Tests for
assumptions confirmed normality, homogeneity of variance, and homogeneity of regression slopes.

Descriptive statistics indicated substantial reductions in loneliness scores from pre-test to post-test
and follow-up in both intervention groups. Specifically, the existential group’s mean loneliness scores
decreased from 36.40 (SD=3.79) at pre-test to 26.85 (SD=2.64) at post-test and 26.40 (SD=3.47) at follow-
up. The ACT group showed a decline from 35.45 (SD=3.44) at pre-test to 22.15 (SD=2.89) at post-test
and 23.40 (SD=3.95) at follow-up. The control group showed negligible change across time points.

Multivariate analyses revealed significant main effects for time, group membership, and their
interaction (p<0.05), with the ACT group demonstrating the greatest reduction in loneliness. Post-hoc
Bonferroni tests confirmed significant reductions in loneliness from pre-test to post-test and pre-test to
follow-up in both intervention groups (p<0.001), while changes from post-test to follow-up were not
statistically significant.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study underscore the effectiveness of both ACT-based group therapy and
existential group therapy in reducing loneliness among single university students preparing for marriage.
These findings are consistent with prior research demonstrating the value of ACT in enhancing social
connectedness, reducing avoidance of painful thoughts and feelings, and fostering flexible, values-
oriented behavior that promotes meaningful interpersonal relationships. ACT’s focus on mindfulness and
acceptance processes likely contributed to participants’ greater willingness to engage in social interactions
despite anxieties or fears of rejection, leading to decreased loneliness.

Similarly, the effectiveness of existential therapy observed in this study aligns with previous
studies indicating that confronting existential concerns, fostering responsibility, and facilitating the
construction of personal meaning can reduce loneliness and existential isolation. Through group-based
exploration of meaning, participants may have experienced increased validation and reduced feelings of
disconnection, contributing to the observed reduction in loneliness scores.

The comparative findings further suggest that while both interventions are effective, ACT may
offer somewhat greater immediate reductions in loneliness, potentially due to its structured, skills-focused
methods that can be more quickly internalized and applied by participants facing immediate social and
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emotional challenges. Existential therapy, though equally valuable, may require longer engagement and
deeper reflection before leading to behavioral change, a finding echoed in prior comparative studies.

These results have important implications for university counseling centers and mental health
professionals working with students in transitional life phases. Offering group-based interventions
grounded in ACT or existential principles could serve as effective preventive and therapeutic measures to
address loneliness, improve relational functioning, and support psychological resilience in this vulnerable
population.

Limitations of this study include its reliance on self-report measures, the relatively short follow-
up period, and the use of convenience sampling from a single university, which may limit generalizability.
Future research should employ randomized controlled trials with longer follow-up periods, include diverse
cultural and educational contexts, and incorporate qualitative methods to gain richer insights into
participants’ lived experiences. Expanding the comparative framework to examine mediators and
moderators of intervention effectiveness would also provide valuable guidance for tailoring therapeutic
approaches to individual needs.

In practice, mental health professionals are encouraged to integrate ACT and existential
components into routine group counseling programs for university students, with particular attention to
fostering acceptance, mindfulness, values clarification, and existential reflection. Such integrative
approaches may help reduce loneliness and support students’ adjustment during critical developmental
and relational transitions, ultimately enhancing their overall well-being and life satisfaction.
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