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Abstract

This study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of a compassion-based acceptance and
commitment therapy (ACT-CFT) program in reducing internalized shame and
improving psychological complications associated with hormone therapy among
infertile women. This semi-experimental research used a pretest-posttest control
group design. The statistical population consisted of infertile women undergoing
hormone therapy in Isfahan, Iran, in 2023-2024. Using purposive sampling, 32
women were selected and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (16
each). The experimental group participated in ten 90-minute group sessions of ACT-
CFT, while the control group received no intervention. Research instruments included
the Internalized Shame Scale (Cook, 1993) and semi-structured interviews. Data were
analyzed using ANCOVA and MANCOVA with SPSS. Results showed a significant
reduction in internalized shame in the experimental group compared to the control
group (42% decrease; P<0.01), including self-blame (44% decrease; P<0.01) and
feelings of inferiority (41% decrease; P<0.01). Psychological complications of
hormone therapy also significantly decreased (33% reduction; P<0.01), including
mood swings (34% reduction; P<0.01) and anxiety/irritability (32% reduction;
P<0.01). No significant changes were observed in the control group. The integrated
ACT-CFT intervention effectively reduces internalized shame and psychological
complications caused by hormone therapy in infertile women, supporting its use as a

complementary psychological approach in infertility treatment programs.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Infertility remains a major public health concern with profound psychological and social implications for
women. Despite significant advances in assisted reproductive technologies, the inability to conceive often
evokes intense emotional distress, especially in socio-cultural contexts where motherhood is strongly tied to
female identity and social value (Rooney & Domar, 2018). Psychological consequences include anxiety,
depressive symptoms, diminished self-esteem, and persistent feelings of shame—particularly internalized
shame, a deep-seated negative self-evaluation in which individuals perceive themselves as inherently flawed
or unworthy (Jalali-Fard, 2023). These experiences can be further intensified by medical treatments such as
hormonal therapy, which, while central to infertility management, frequently induces adverse psychological
side effects including mood swings, irritability, and emotional instability (Gonzalez-Rodriguez et al., 2020;
Simionescu et al., 2021).

In recent years, third-wave cognitive-behavioral therapies have gained attention for addressing complex
emotional processes beyond symptom reduction. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) encourages
individuals to embrace unpleasant internal experiences rather than avoiding them, promoting psychological
flexibility and values-based living (Dosa, 2021; Harris, 2021). Meanwhile, Compassion-Focused Therapy
(CFT) emphasizes cultivating self-compassion and reducing self-criticism, fostering resilience in individuals
facing deep shame and self-blame (Germer, 2023). Integrating these approaches into a unified protocol—
ACT combined with compassion-based interventions (ACT-CFT)—is theorized to create synergistic effects
by simultaneously reducing experiential avoidance and strengthening self-kindness (Lipsett & Berkman,
2025; Trindade et al., 2025).

Preliminary research supports this integration. For example, ACT has been shown to reduce psychological
distress and maladaptive avoidance in women coping with infertility (Salmanpour et al., 2023), while self-
compassion interventions reduce feelings of inadequacy and promote adaptive coping (Aghasi, 2021).
Combining these strategies appears to more effectively target shame and emotional dysregulation than either
approach alone (Linde et al., 2023; Pourgholi & Rezaei, 2023). However, studies specifically investigating
ACT-CFT for infertile women undergoing hormonal treatments remain limited. Considering the dual
vulnerability these women face—medical stressors from hormonal fluctuations and psychosocial stigma
associated with infertility—evaluating a comprehensive, compassion-informed acceptance-based protocol is
timely and clinically relevant (Amirpour et al., 2024; Azimi et al., 2023).

Methods and Materials

This study employed a semi-experimental pretest—posttest control group design. The statistical population
comprised infertile women in Isfahan, Iran, who were undergoing hormone therapy in 2023-2024. Using
purposive sampling, 32 women meeting the inclusion criteria (e.g., current hormonal treatment for infertility,
no concurrent severe psychiatric disorder) were selected and randomly assigned into experimental and control
groups, each with 16 participants.

The experimental group received a structured Acceptance and Commitment Therapy integrated with
Compassion-Focused Therapy (ACT-CFT) intervention delivered in ten weekly 90-minute group sessions by
a trained clinical psychologist. The protocol combined ACT components (values clarification, cognitive
defusion, acceptance exercises, mindfulness) with compassion-based techniques (self-kindness training,
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imagery exercises, and reducing self-criticism). The control group received no psychological intervention
during the study period.

Data collection tools included the Internalized Shame Scale (ISS; Cook, 1993, adapted and validated for
Iranian populations) to measure core shame-related self-evaluations, and a semi-structured clinical interview
to explore participants’ psychological reactions to infertility and hormone therapy. Data were analyzed using
multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) and univariate ANCOVA in SPSS, controlling for baseline
differences between groups.

Findings

Analysis revealed a statistically significant reduction in total internalized shame scores in the experimental
group compared to the control group after the intervention (P < .01). Specifically, self-blame decreased by
44% and feelings of personal defectiveness by 41%. In contrast, the control group exhibited no meaningful
change, showing only minor natural fluctuations.

The ACT-CFT program also produced significant reductions in psychological complications associated with
hormone therapy. Participants in the intervention group reported a 33% overall decrease in distress, including
34% reduction in mood swings and 32% reduction in anxiety and irritability (P <.01). Again, the control group
experienced no significant changes. Effect sizes were large, suggesting clinically meaningful improvement in
both shame and therapy-related psychological distress.

Additionally, qualitative feedback from participants in the experimental group highlighted increased emotional
tolerance, enhanced self-compassion, and a greater ability to cope with social stigma and treatment-related
challenges. Many participants reported feeling “less broken,” “more connected to themselves,” and “better
able to face infertility-related conversations.”

Discussion and Conclusion

The results indicate that combining Acceptance and Commitment Therapy with compassion-based strategies
effectively alleviates two critical psychological burdens for infertile women undergoing hormone therapy:
deep-rooted internalized shame and treatment-related distress. These findings align with previous work
demonstrating ACT’s capacity to foster psychological flexibility and reduce avoidance in distressing medical
contexts (Dosa, 2021; Harris, 2021) and CFT’s robust effects on decreasing self-criticism and fostering self-
worth (Germer, 2023).

Importantly, this study supports emerging evidence that the integration of ACT and CFT may provide
enhanced therapeutic outcomes compared to each modality alone (Linde et al., 2023; Lipsett & Berkman,
2025; Trindade et al., 2025). The synergistic mechanism likely lies in concurrently disrupting maladaptive
thought patterns (cognitive defusion and acceptance) and nurturing a compassionate self-relating stance, which
together break the cycle of shame and self-blame that many infertile women experience (Pourgholi & Rezaei,
2023).

The observed improvements in coping with hormone therapy echo findings that acceptance-based approaches
help patients tolerate medically induced discomfort and emotional instability (Seif et al., 2024). Self-
compassion, in particular, may buffer the psychological toll of hormonal fluctuations and the demanding,
uncertain nature of infertility treatments (Simionescu et al., 2021).

Moreover, the group-based format likely enhanced the intervention’s impact by creating a safe, validating
environment where participants could share experiences and reduce isolation. This is consistent with (Rooney
& Domar, 2018) emphasizing the role of social support in mitigating infertility-related stress. The
intervention’s group dynamic may have amplified both the acceptance and compassion components, fostering
solidarity and normalization of difficult emotions.

Beyond clinical significance, these results have practical implications. Integrating ACT-CFT into infertility
clinics could provide a structured, evidence-informed psychological program that complements medical
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treatments, potentially improving adherence and reducing treatment dropout due to emotional distress (Aghasi,
2021; Salmanpour et al., 2023). The findings also underscore the importance of addressing shame
explicitly—often overlooked in infertility interventions—through compassion-building techniques (Germer,
2023).

In conclusion, this study advances the field by demonstrating the feasibility and efficacy of an integrated ACT -
CFT intervention tailored to infertile women experiencing both the psychological burden of infertility and the
emotional side effects of hormone therapy. By targeting internalized shame and enhancing adaptive coping,
ACT-CFT offers a promising complementary treatment to support mental health and resilience in this
vulnerable population. These outcomes suggest that combining acceptance and compassion represents a
powerful therapeutic direction for complex reproductive health challenges, encouraging further research on
long-term effects, adaptation to digital delivery, and integration into routine infertility care.
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