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Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) and Reality Therapy in enhancing the psychological
well-being of families of individuals who died from COVID-19.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pre-test, post-test, control
group design with a three-month follow-up. The sample consisted of 45 family
members of COVID-19 deceased individuals in Mashhad, who were selected through
convenience sampling and randomly assigned to two experimental groups (ACT and
Reality Therapy) and one control group (15 participants each). The two experimental
groups participated in eight weekly 90-minute group sessions, while the control group
received no intervention. Data were collected using the Carol Ryff Psychological Well-
Being Questionnaire (2002) administered at pre-test, post-test, and follow-up stages.
Data analysis was conducted using repeated-measures ANCOVA in SPSS version 24.
Findings: Results showed that both therapeutic approaches significantly increased
psychological well-being in the experimental groups compared to the control group at
post-test and follow-up (p<0.05). Furthermore, mean score comparisons indicated that
ACT had greater effectiveness than Reality Therapy in enhancing psychological well-
being, and this superiority further increased during the three-month follow-up period.
Conclusion: Both ACT and Reality Therapy were effective in improving the
psychological well-being of families of COVID-19 deceased, but ACT demonstrated
greater effectiveness. These findings can inform psychologists and counselors in
selecting more effective interventions to mitigate psychological consequences in
similar crisis contexts.

Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Reality Therapy, psychological
well-being, families of COVID-19 deceased, COVID-19
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has profoundly disrupted the physical, social, and psychological fabric
of societies worldwide, leading to widespread grief, stress, and mental health challenges among affected
families. One of the most vulnerable groups in this context has been the families of individuals who died
due to COVID-19, who have often been deprived of traditional mourning rituals, social support systems,
and opportunities for emotional closure. This abrupt and complicated bereavement process frequently
results in psychological distress, depression, anxiety, and reduced levels of psychological well-being,
highlighting the need for targeted psychological interventions. Among the diverse therapeutic approaches
designed to enhance psychological resilience, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy—ACT) and Reality Therapy have been increasingly recognized as effective
modalities for promoting mental well-being in populations exposed to significant emotional adversity
(Ashouri, 2022; Hadian et al., 2023; Haji Karam et al., 2019; Zamani Foroushani & Dokaneifard, 2017).

ACT is a third-wave behavioral therapy that emphasizes enhancing psychological flexibility by
encouraging individuals to accept unpleasant internal experiences while committing to value-driven
actions, rather than engaging in experiential avoidance. Through key processes such as acceptance,
cognitive defusion, self-as-context, values clarification, and committed action, ACT enables individuals
to break the cycle of emotional suppression and foster adaptive coping behaviors. Empirical evidence
suggests that integrating schema therapy with ACT can effectively enhance subjective well-being and
reduce body image concerns in women with Breast cancer, indicating the capacity of ACT to improve
mental health outcomes in high-stress and emotionally charged situations (Karimi Mohajeri et al., 2025).
Similarly, ACT-based interventions have been shown to reduce burnout and enhance psychological well-
being among nurses by fostering mindfulness and value-driven engagement (Ashoori et al., 2024), and to
promote emotional regulation and psychological well-being among couples experiencing relational stress
(Ashouri, 2022).

In parallel, reality therapy, rooted in the choice theory of William Glasser, emphasizes personal
responsibility, present-focused problem-solving, and building fulfilling relationships as pathways to well-
being. By teaching individuals to take ownership of their behaviors, thoughts, and feelings, and by helping
them make constructive choices that meet their basic psychological needs, reality therapy enhances
autonomy and internal locus of control—key components of psychological well-being (Chamani Ghalandary
et al., 2019; Keshavarz et al., 2016). Numerous studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of reality therapy
in diverse populations: it has improved well-being and hope for life among young couples (Keshavarz et al.,
2016), increased psychological well-being among infertile women (Farzan Azar & Mehrabi, 2023), improved
components of subjective well-being in women seeking divorce due to marital infidelity (Gholipour Firoozjai
etal.,, 2022), and enhanced psychological well-being and life expectancy among elderly residents in nursing
homes (Nikanjam et al., 2022). Furthermore, it has been shown to reduce identity crises and enhance mental
well-being among child laborers (Taghizadeh et al., 2024), decrease marital disinterest and improve well-
being among married women (Mahmoudian & Dehestani, 2021), and reduce anxiety while increasing well-
being among girls facing marriage (Yaghoubi Zadeh, 2020).

Comparative studies have indicated that both ACT and reality therapy can effectively promote
psychological well-being, though ACT often demonstrates stronger outcomes in emotionally demanding



contexts. For instance, research on divorced women revealed that both therapies increased self-efficacy
and responsibility, but ACT yielded greater gains in psychological well-being (Hadian et al., 2023). Another
study on employed married women found that both ACT and reality therapy improved psychological well-
being and reduced work—family conflict, with ACT exerting a stronger effect (Haji Karam et al., 2019). In
addition, ACT-based interventions have outperformed other therapeutic frameworks such as the
Paradoxical Timetable Cure in enhancing family adaptability and mental well-being among women
experiencing marital conflict (Hashemizadeh et al., 2025). These findings suggest that ACT’s unique
mechanisms—especially its emphasis on acceptance and mindfulness—may make it particularly effective
for individuals facing the emotional aftermath of traumatic losses.

Despite this evidence, limited research has directly compared the effects of ACT and reality
therapy in the specific context of families bereaved by COVID-19. These families face distinctive
challenges, including the suddenness of loss, social isolation, and the disruption of normal grieving
processes, which may hinder emotional recovery. Understanding which approach is more effective in this
population can provide valuable guidance for mental health practitioners aiming to design targeted
interventions. Thus, the present study was designed to compare the effectiveness of ACT and reality
therapy in enhancing the psychological well-being of family members of COVID-19 victims, aiming to
fill a critical gap in the literature and inform evidence-based clinical decision-making.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, control group, and three-
month follow-up. The sample included 45 participants from families of COVID-19 deceased individuals
in Mashhad, selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to three groups: an ACT
experimental group (n = 15), a reality therapy experimental group (n = 15), and a control group (n = 15).
Both experimental groups received eight weekly 90-minute group therapy sessions, while the control
group received no intervention. Psychological well-being was measured using the Carol Ryff
Psychological Well-Being Questionnaire (2002) administered at pre-test, post-test, and follow-up stages.
Data were analyzed using repeated-measures ANCOVA in SPSS version 24, with a significance level of
0.05.

Findings

Descriptive analysis revealed that the mean psychological well-being scores of participants in both
experimental groups increased from pre-test to post-test and were sustained or slightly improved at the
three-month follow-up, while no significant change was observed in the control group. Specifically, in the
ACT group, psychological well-being scores rose notably from pre-test to post-test and further improved
at follow-up, whereas the reality therapy group also showed significant gains from pre-test to post-test,
though the increase plateaued at follow-up.

ANCOVA results confirmed that both ACT and reality therapy had significant main effects on
psychological well-being (p < 0.05), with large effect sizes. However, post-hoc comparisons indicated a
significantly greater increase in psychological well-being in the ACT group compared to the reality
therapy group at both post-test and follow-up assessments (p < 0.001). These findings suggest that while
both interventions were effective, ACT produced a stronger and more sustained improvement in
psychological well-being among bereaved family members.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings of this study underscore the efficacy of both ACT and reality therapy in enhancing
the psychological well-being of families bereaved by COVID-19, while highlighting the superior impact
of ACT. The observed advantage of ACT may be attributable to its focus on cultivating psychological
flexibility, which allows individuals to accept painful internal experiences without avoidance and to
continue engaging in meaningful activities aligned with their core values. By disrupting cycles of
rumination and emotional suppression, ACT likely enabled participants to process their grief more
adaptively and to rebuild a sense of purpose and vitality. This interpretation aligns with prior evidence
showing that ACT can significantly improve well-being by reducing experiential avoidance and cognitive
fusion and by enhancing value-based living (Ashoori et al., 2024; Ashouri, 2022; Karimi Mohajeri et al., 2025).

In contrast, while reality therapy also yielded meaningful improvements in well-being, its
relatively smaller effect size may reflect its indirect approach to emotional processing. Reality therapy
promotes well-being primarily by encouraging personal responsibility, autonomy, and constructive
interpersonal relationships, which can help restore a sense of control often disrupted by bereavement. This
mechanism has been documented in studies showing that reality therapy increases hope, internal locus of
control, and life satisfaction in various distressed populations (Farzan Azar & Mehrabi, 2023; Mahmoudian &
Dehestani, 2021; Nikanjam et al., 2022; Zavidavi & Safarzadeh, 2020). However, unlike ACT, it does not explicitly
target acceptance of painful emotions or cognitive defusion, which may limit its immediate effectiveness
in grief contexts where emotional distress is particularly intense.

The sustained improvement observed in the ACT group at follow-up also suggests that ACT’s
benefits may continue to grow after treatment ends, potentially as participants internalize its mindfulness
and values-based strategies. This delayed strengthening effect has been reported in previous ACT
interventions, which often produce ongoing symptom reduction weeks after the conclusion of therapy.
Reality therapy, in contrast, may require continued reinforcement to maintain gains, as it relies more on
behavioral changes and external support structures.

In conclusion, this study provides evidence that while both ACT and reality therapy can enhance
psychological well-being in families who have lost loved ones to COVID-19, ACT offers a more robust
and enduring benefit. These findings contribute to the growing literature on post-pandemic mental health
interventions and suggest that ACT may be a preferred approach for addressing the complex psychological
needs of bereaved families. Implementing ACT-based group programs in clinical and community settings
could play a vital role in mitigating the long-term mental health consequences of pandemic-related
bereavement.
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