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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) and Choice Theory-Based Therapy (CTBT) on psychological distress
and psychological hardiness in divorced women experiencing divorce grief. This
quasi-experimental study utilized a pre-test, post-test, and two-month follow-up
design alongside a control group. The statistical population comprised divorced
women suffering from divorce grief inthe city of Amol during the year 2025. Using
purposive sampling, 45participants were selected and randomly assigned equally to
two experimental groups (15 in ACT, 15in CTBT) and one control group (n = 15).
The experimental groups underwent eight weekly 120-minute intervention sessions.
Quantitative data were collected using the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K-
10) and the Psychological Hardiness Questionnaire (PHQ), and subsequently
analyzed via Repeated Measures ANOVA utilizing SPSS software. Inferential
statistical analysis revealed significant Time by Group interaction effects for both
total psychological distress (F = 4.47,p = 0.016) and total psychological hardiness
(F = 11.18,p < 0.001). Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons demonstrated that ACT
was significantly more effective than CTBT in mitigating psychological distress at
both the immediate post-test (Mean Difference = 5.47,p < 0.001) and the two-
month follow-up (Mean Difference = 3.38, p < 0.001) phases. Conwersely, while
ACT produced a significantly higher increase in psychological hardiness than CTBT
at post-test (Mean Difference = 4.11,p < 0.001), this statistical difference
completely dissipated by the follow-up evaluation (p = 0.134), indicating a long-
term convergence in therapeutic efficacy. Both therapeutic modalities significantly
enhance the psychological well-being of divorced women; however, ACT
demonstrates clear superiority in precipitating rapid and sustained reductions in
psychological distress, whereas CTBT requires more time but ultimately proves
equally robust in cultivating long-term psychological hardiness, suggesting that
sequential integration of both therapies could optimize clinical outcomes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Divorce represents one of the most profoundly disruptive and distressing life transitions an individual can
experience, frequently precipitating a profound psychological crisis that is clinically conceptualized as divorce
grief, a state characterized by an overwhelming amalgamation of emotional, cognitive, and somatic symptoms
following the dissolution of a marital bond. For women in particular, navigating the aftermath of divorce often
entails not only the internal psychological turmoil of loss, shattered expectations, and identity disruption but
also significant external stressors including financial instability, shifts in social networks, and pervasive
societal stigmatization, all of which compound to exponentially increase their vulnerability to severe
psychological distress. This psychological distress typically manifests as a debilitating triad of chronic anxiety,
pervasive depression, and unrelenting stress, severely impairing their daily functioning and overall quality of
life (Lipsett & Berkman, 2025; Yaghoubi et al., 2026). In the face of such overwhelming adversity,
psychological hardiness emerges as a critical paradigm of resilience, functioning as an internal psychological
buffer that encompasses a deep sense of commitment to life’s activities, a perception of internal control over
life events, and an embrace of existential challenges as opportunities for personal growth rather than
insurmountable threats (Borhani et al., 2010; Shahidi et al., 2021). Given the severe impact of divorce grief,
the implementation of empirically supported psychotherapeutic interventions is of paramount importance.
Among the vanguard of contemporary therapeutic modalities, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT),
a prominent third-wave behavioral intervention, operates on the premise of fostering psychological flexibility
by encouraging individuals to abandon counterproductive efforts to control or suppress painful emotions,
advocating instead for experiential acceptance, cognitive defusion, and a resolute commitment to value-
congruent actions, which has proven highly effective in mitigating acute emotional suffering and enhancing
distress tolerance (Namazi et al., 2022; Sohrabnejad et al., 2025; Yaqubi et al., 2026). Concurrently, Choice
Theory-Based Therapy (CTBT), widely known as Reality Therapy, posits that all human behavior is
purposefully generated to satisfy five fundamental genetic needs—survival, love and belonging, power,
freedom, and fun—and heavily emphasizes the cultivation of internal control, the assumption of personal
responsibility, and the critical evaluation of one’s total behavior, thereby effectively reducing irrational beliefs
and significantly bolstering self-efficacy and self-care (Behzadi et al., 2021; Jaafary et al., 2022; Nikoukar
et al., 2022; Zandi et al., 2023). While independent studies have corroborated the efficacy of both ACT and
CTBT in ameliorating negative psychological states, reducing feelings of loneliness, and enhancing the general
well-being and marital commitment parameters in diverse female populations (Abron et al., 2024; Haji Karam
et al., 2019; Ragheni & Soltanzadeh, 2023; Sedghi et al., 2019; Zamani Foroushani & Dokaneifard, 2017),
there remains a critical gap in the comparative literature regarding their differential trajectories of efficacy,
specifically concerning both the immediate alleviation of psychological distress and the long-term cultivation
of psychological hardiness in the specific demographic of divorced women experiencing acute divorce grief.
Therefore, this extended study was meticulously designed to directly compare the therapeutic effectiveness of
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Choice Theory-Based Therapy on these vital psychological
constructs, aiming to ascertain not only which intervention yields superior acute symptom relief but also which
provides the most enduring foundation for psychological resilience (Bani Hashemi et al., 2020; Hadian et
al., 2023; Pourgoli & Rezaei, 2023; Sepas et al., 2022; Zakariazadeh Khatir et al., 2022).

Methods and Materials
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The present research was conceptualized and executed as an applied, quasi-experimental study utilizing a
rigorous pre-test, post-test, and two-month follow-up methodological design, incorporating two distinct
experimental intervention groups alongside a passive control group to accurately gauge therapeutic efficacy
over time. The statistical population for this comprehensive study comprised the entirety of divorced women
actively experiencing the debilitating symptoms of divorce grief residing in the city of Amol, located within
the Mazandaran Province, during the solar year 2025. To ensure the internal validity and homogeneity of the
sample, a purposive sampling technique was meticulously employed to select exactly 45participants who
rigidly met a predefined set of stringent inclusion criteria. These criteria mandated that participants must fall
within the chronological age bracket of 25to 35years, possess a documented marital duration of no less than
3years prior to dissolution, hold a minimum educational attainment of a high school diploma, maintain active
employment status, be experiencing their first marital divorce, and crucially, score above the established
clinical threshold indicating the presence of complicated divorce grief upon initial screening. Conversely,
rigorous exclusion criteria were simultaneously enforced to eliminate confounding variables, resulting in the
dismissal of potential candidates who exhibited active suicidal ideation, reported concurrent engagement in
any other formal psychological or psychiatric treatment regimens, or demonstrated an inability to commit to
the therapeutic schedule, specifically missing more than two scheduled intervention sessions. Following the
rigorous screening process, the 45qualified participants were randomized evenly into three distinct cohorts:
the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy experimental group (n = 15), the Choice Theory-Based Therapy
experimental group (n = 15), and the waitlist control group (n = 15). Quantitative data collection was
systematically facilitated through the administration of two highly validated psychometric instruments. The
first was the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K-10), a robust tool designed to quantify the severity of
anxiety, stress, and depressive symptoms, utilizing a scoring matrix ranging from 0to 40, wherein higher scores
reliably indicate more severe psychological distress. The second instrument was the comprehensive
Psychological Hardiness Questionnaire (PHQ), an expansive 56-item inventory utilizing a 5-point Likert scale
to meticulously evaluate the core hardiness dimensions of control, ownership, reach, and endurance across
varied hypothetical stressful scenarios. Following the baseline pre-test administration, participants in the two
experimental groups were subjected to their respective therapeutic protocols, each consisting of 8consecutive,
weekly group therapy sessions, with each session enduring for precisely 120minutes, systematically guided
by standardized, evidence-based treatment manuals. Upon the cessation of the 8-week intervention period, all
participants underwent post-test psychological evaluations, which were subsequently replicated two months
later during the follow-up phase to assess the longitudinal stability of the therapeutic gains. The accumulated
quantitative data were subsequently subjected to rigorous statistical analysis utilizing the SPSS software suite.
Initial demographic data were summarized using descriptive statistics, primarily frequencies, means, and
standard deviations. The core inferential statistical analysis relied heavily upon the Repeated Measures
Analysis of Variance (ANOVA), the execution of which was strictly contingent upon the prior verification of
essential parametric assumptions, including the confirmation of data normality via the Shapiro-Wilk test (p >
0.05), the establishment of homogeneity of variances utilizing Levene’s test (p > 0.05), and the validation of
homogeneity of covariance matrices through the application of Box’s M test (p > 0.05). In instances where
Mauchly’s test indicated a violation of the sphericity assumption, the Greenhouse-Geisser correction was
appropriately applied, and all subsequent pairwise post-hoc comparisons were meticulously adjusted utilizing
the conservative Bonferroni correction method to definitively control for Type | error inflation across the
multiple testing phases.

Findings

The foundational descriptive statistical analysis of the participants’ demographic profiles conclusively
demonstrated that the three experimental groups were exceptionally well-matched and statistically

A
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homogeneous at the baseline of the study. Specifically, the analysis revealed no statistically significant
differences among the ACT, CTBT, and control groups concerning chronological age, which vyielded a
collective mean of approximately 30years (p = 0.524), nor were there any significant disparities observed in
their educational attainment levels, with the vast majority of participants across all groups holding Bachelor’s
degrees (p = 0.930). Furthermore, an initial evaluation of the pre-test psychometric scores definitively
confirmed the baseline homogeneity of the sample, indicating that prior to the commencement of the
therapeutic interventions, all three groups exhibited statistically equivalent levels of both psychological distress
and psychological hardiness. The core inferential analysis, executed via the Repeated Measures ANOVA,
yielded highly significant results, demonstrating substantial main effects for both the Group variable and the
Time variable across the aggregate measures of total Psychological Distress (p < 0.001) and total
Psychological Hardiness (p < 0.001). Most critically, the analysis uncovered profound and statistically
significant Time by Group interaction effects for both total Psychological Distress (F = 4.47,p = 0.016) and
total Psychological Hardiness (F = 11.18,p < 0.001), thereby providing incontrovertible evidence that the
developmental trajectories of these psychological constructs across the pre-test, post-test, and follow-up
temporal phases differed fundamentally depending upon the specific therapeutic intervention received.
Additionally, significant interaction effects were also isolated within several specific subcomponents of the
scales, notably encompassing Stress (p = 0.007), Response (p < 0.001), Growth (p = 0.007), and Endurance
(p =0.013). To precisely delineate these complex interaction effects, conservative Bonferroni post-hoc
comparisons were systematically conducted. These pairwise comparisons unequivocally demonstrated that
both the ACT and CTBT modalities successfully generated significant reductions in psychological distress and
significant elevations in psychological hardiness relative to the inert control group, which remained statistically
stable throughout the duration of the study. However, the comparative analysis between the two active
interventions revealed distinct temporal dynamics. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy demonstrated a clear
and statistically significant superior efficacy in rapidly reducing total Psychological Distress when compared
directly to Choice Theory-Based Therapy at the immediate post-test phase (Mean Difference = 5.47,p <
0.001), a clinically meaningful superiority that was impressively maintained and remained statistically
significant even at the two-month follow-up assessment (Mean Difference = 3.38,p < 0.001). This superior
distress mitigation by ACT was predominantly driven by a significantly greater reduction in the specific Stress
subcomponent at both the post-test (p < 0.001) and follow-up (p = 0.019) intervals. Conversely, the analysis
of total Psychological Hardiness revealed a more nuanced temporal pattern. While ACT generated significantly
higher hardiness scores than CTBT at the immediate post-test phase (Mean Difference = 4.11,p < 0.001),
this initial statistical advantage completely dissipated by the two-month follow-up evaluation (p = 0.134).
This crucial finding indicates a remarkable long-term convergence in therapeutic efficacy, demonstrating that
while ACT may precipitate a more rapid initial spike in resilience, CTBT ultimately matches this level of
psychological hardiness over an extended timeframe. Finally, it is pertinent to note that the rigorous post-hoc
analyses failed to identify any statistically significant differences between the ACT and CTBT protocols
concerning their specific impact on the Anxiety and Depression subscales of the distress measure, or the
Control component of the hardiness inventory, suggesting equivalent efficacy in these particular domains.
Conclusion

The comprehensive findings derived from this rigorous empirical investigation furnish robust, compelling
evidence substantiating the clinical utility and profound effectiveness of both Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy and Choice Theory-Based Therapy as premier psychotherapeutic interventions for significantly
mitigating severe psychological distress and substantially fortifying psychological hardiness among vulnerable
female populations grappling with the debilitating psychological sequelae of divorce grief. The distinctly
observed initial superiority of the ACT protocolin precipitating a more rapid and profound reduction in overall
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psychological distress can be theoretically attributed to its foundational therapeutic mechanisms, specifically
its intense clinical focus on cognitive defusion and experiential acceptance. These core ACT processes
uniquely equip individuals to rapidly fundamentally alter their relationship with psychic pain; rather than
engaging in a futile and energy-depleting cognitive struggle to suppress, evaluate, or eliminate the relentless
negative affect and catastrophic ruminations inherently associated with the dissolution of their marriage,
patients are trained to observe these psychological events with detached mindfulness. This rapid transition
from experiential avoidance to radical acceptance effectively neutralizes the acute paralyzing impact of grief,
thereby explaining the immediate and superior drop in distress metrics observed at the post-test phase.
Conversely, the highly significant long-term convergence of the two therapeutic modalities concerning the
enhancement of psychological hardiness serves to dramatically underscore the enduring, stabilizing power
inherent within the CTBT framework. While the reality therapy approach—which demands intensive cognitive
restructuring to accurately evaluate entrenched controlling behaviors, meticulously identify unfulfilled basic
genetic needs, and rigorously assume absolute personal responsibility for one’s total behavioral output—may
inherently require a more protracted temporal duration to manifest its maximum therapeutic impact, its
resultant psychological effects are extraordinarily stable and resistant to decay over time. CTBT essentially
reconstructs the individual’s locus of control from the inside out, systematically replacing an externalized
victim mentality with an empowered, choice-driven paradigm, thereby providing these women with an
exceptionally robust, deeply internalized psychological framework that ensures the long-term maintenance and
continual growth of their hardiness and resilience. Based upon these nuanced temporal findings, vital clinical
implications emerge for mental health professionals treating divorce grief. It is strongly recommended that
clinicians strategically prioritize the deployment of ACT-based techniques, particularly mindfulness and
cognitive defusion exercises, during the most acute, highly volatile early stages of divorce grief to rapidly
triage emotional suffering and aggressively reduce immediate psychological distress. Subsequently, as the
acute crisis stabilizes and therapy transitions into an extended maintenance phase, the seamless integration of
CTBT principles—most notably its uncompromising focus on evaluating personal choices and fulfilling basic
life needs through responsible action—should be heavily emphasized to guarantee the long-term stabilization,
enduring maintenance, and progressive fortification of the client’s psychological hardiness. Future scholarly
endeavors should seek to expand upon these findings by diligently exploring the synergistic potential of
combining these two powerful modalities into asingle, cohesive, sequential therapeutic protocol. Furthermore,
future research architectures must prioritize extending this investigative framework to encompass male
demographic populations experiencing divorce, and critically, must incorporate significantly longer
longitudinal follow-up periods—spanning six to twelve months or beyond—to definitively confirm the
ultimate permanence, generalizability, and long-term evolutionary trajectory of these profound therapeutic
gains across diverse clinical populations.
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