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Anxiety and Enhancing Psychological Well-Being in Patients with COVID-19
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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy in reducing anxiety and improving psychological well-
being among patients with COVID-19. This quasi-experimental study
employed a pretest—posttest design with a control group and was conducted
on 30 patients diagnosed with COVID-19 who were referred to counseling
centers in Kerman and Rafsanjan . Participants were selected using
convenience sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control
groups (n=15 each). The experimental group received eight sessions of ACT,
while the control group received no intervention. Data collection instruments
included the Corona Disease Anxiety Scale (CDAS) and Ryff’s Psychological
Well-Being Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26, and
multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was applied to assess
intervention  effects.  Statistical  assumptions, including  normality,
homogeneity of variances, and regression slopes, were confirmed prior to
analysis. MANCOVA results indicated a significant effect of ACT on the
dependent variables (P <.001). After controlling for pretest scores, significant
differences were found between groups in anxiety (F=123.115, P<.001,
n>=0.826) and psychological well-being (F=244.070, P<.001, 1*=0.904),
demonstrating large effect sizes. The findings suggest that Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy significantly reduces anxiety and enhances
psychological well-being in patients with COVID-19 and can be considered
an effective psychological intervention for this population.

Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Anxiety, Psychological
Well-Being, COVID-19, Psychological Intervention
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The global outbreak of COVID-19 has exerted profound and multifaceted effects not only on physical health
systems but also on the psychological well-being of individuals across diverse populations. Patients diagnosed
with COVID-19 are particularly vulnerable to experiencing elevated levels of psychological distress, including
anxiety, fear of disease progression, uncertainty about recovery, and social isolation. These stressors
collectively contribute to a significant decline in mental health and overall well-being. Empirical evidence
suggests that psychological disturbances during and after infectious disease outbreaks can persist long after
physical recovery, underscoring the necessity for effective psychological interventions tailored to this
population (Faizah et al., 2021; Hajar Kargar et al., 2022).

Anxiety represents one of the most prevalent psychological responses among individuals affected by COVID-
19. It is often exacerbated by factors such as uncertainty regarding disease outcomes, fear of contagion, stigma,
and disruptions to daily life routines. Persistent anxiety can negatively affect cognitive functioning, emotional
regulation, and adherence to medical treatments, thereby complicating recovery trajectories. Research
indicates that without appropriate intervention, anxiety symptoms may evolve into chronic psychological
conditions, significantly impairing quality of life (Barimani, 2024; Otared et al., 2021). Concurrently,
psychological well-being—defined as a multidimensional construct encompassing self-acceptance, purpose in
life, personal growth, autonomy, and positive relationships—has been shown to decline markedly in
individuals exposed to pandemic-related stressors (Faizah et al., 2021).

In response to these challenges, contemporary psychological research has increasingly focused on
interventions that not only alleviate distress but also enhance positive dimensions of mental health. Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT), a third-wave cognitive-behavioral intervention, has emerged as a promising
approach in this regard. ACT emphasizes psychological flexibility, defined as the capacity to remain in contact
with the present moment while accepting internal experiences and engaging in value-driven actions. Rather
than attempting to eliminate distressing thoughts and emotions, ACT encourages individuals to alter their
relationship with these experiences, thereby reducing their impact and fostering adaptive functioning (Moran
& Ming, 2022; Spencer, 2023).

A growing body of empirical literature supports the effectiveness of ACT in reducing symptoms of anxiety,
depression, and stress across various populations. For instance, randomized controlled trials and systematic
reviews have demonstrated that ACT interventions can significantly improve mental health outcomes and
enhance psychological resilience (Ferreira et al., 2022; Larsson et al., 2022). Furthermore, ACT has been
successfully applied in medical populations, including patients with chronic ilinesses and cancer, where it has
contributed to improved quality of life and emotional adjustment (Ahmadi & Valizadeh, 2021; Liet al., 2021).
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Importantly, recent studies conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic have highlighted the applicability of
ACT in addressing pandemic-related psychological distress. Online and group-based ACT interventions have
been shown to reduce anxiety and improve mental health among healthcare workers, patients, and other
affected groups (Fung et al., 2021; Otared et al., 2021). Additionally, ACT has demonstrated effectiveness in
enhancing subjective well-being and promoting adaptive coping strategies among individuals recovering from
COVID-19 (Faizah et al., 2021). These findings suggest that ACT may be particularly well-suited to
addressing the complex and dynamic psychological challenges associated with pandemic conditions.

Beyond symptom reduction, ACT has also been associated with improvements in positive psychological
constructs such as self-efficacy, resilience, and life satisfaction. Studies have shown that ACT interventions
can enhance individuals’ ability to cope with adversity and maintain psychological balance under stress
(Grégoire et al., 2018; Vahabi et al., 2022). Moreover, its effectiveness has been demonstrated across diverse
demographic groups, including adolescents, university students, and women facing significant life stressors,
indicating its broad applicability and adaptability (Hadian et al., 2023; Petersen et al., 2023).

Despite the growing evidence base, there remains a relative scarcity of research specifically examining the
impact of ACT on patients diagnosed with COVID-19, particularly within non-Western cultural contexts.
Cultural, social, and healthcare system differences may influence both the experience of psychological distress
and the effectiveness of therapeutic interventions. Therefore, context-specific studies are essential to validate
the applicability of ACT and to inform culturally sensitive clinical practices (Alho et al., 2022; Mansouri et
al., 2017).

Given the high prevalence of anxiety and diminished psychological well-being among COVID-19 patients,
along with the demonstrated potential of ACT in addressing these issues, the present study aimed to investigate
the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy in reducing anxiety and enhancing psychological
well-being in individuals diagnosed with COVID-19.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest control group structure. The statistical
population consisted of patients diagnosed with COVID-19 who were referred to counseling centers in the
cities of Kerman and Rafsanjan. A total of 30 participants were selected using a convenience sampling method
and subsequently assigned randomly to either an experimental group or a control group, with 15 participants
in each group.

The experimental group received an eight-session intervention based on Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy, while the control group did not receive any psychological intervention during the study period. The
ACT intervention was structured to include core processes such as acceptance, cognitive defusion,
mindfulness, values clarification, and committed action. Sessions were conducted in a systematic and
progressive manner to facilitate psychological flexibility among participants.

Data were collected using two standardized instruments: the Corona Disease Anxiety Scale (CDAS) and Ryff’s
Psychological Well-Being Questionnaire. The CDAS assessed the level of anxiety specifically related to
COVID-19, while the psychological well-being questionnaire measured multiple dimensions of well-being,
including autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, positive relations, purpose in life, and self-
acceptance.

Data analysis was performed using SPSS version 26. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize
demographic and baseline characteristics. Inferential analyses included multivariate analysis of covariance
(MANCOVA) toexamine the effect of the intervention on the dependent variables while controlling for pretest
scores. Assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variances, and regression slopes were assessed and
confirmed prior to conducting the main analyses.

Findings
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The results of the study revealed significant differences between the experimental and control groups in both
anxiety and psychological well-being at the posttest stage. After controlling for pretest scores, the multivariate
analysis of covariance indicated a statistically significant overall effect of the intervention on the combined
dependent variables.

Specifically, the experimental group demonstrated a substantial reduction in anxiety scores compared to the
control group. The mean anxiety score in the experimental group decreased markedly from pretest to posttest,
while the control group showed minimal change over the same period. The between-group analysis confirmed
that this reduction was statistically significant, with a large effect size, indicating that a considerable proportion
of the variance in posttest anxiety scores could be attributed to the ACT intervention.

Similarly, psychological well-being scores in the experimental group increased significantly from pretest to
posttest. In contrast, the control group exhibited only a slight increase. The difference between the two groups
was statistically significant, and the effect size was notably large, suggesting that the intervention had a strong
impact on enhancing participants’ well-being.

Overall, the findings indicate that the ACT intervention was effective in simultaneously reducing anxiety and
improving psychological well-being among patients with COVID-19.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study provide compelling evidence for the effectiveness of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy in addressing both negative and positive dimensions of mental health among patients
diagnosed with COVID-19. The significant reduction in anxiety observed in the experimental group suggests
that ACT can effectively target maladaptive cognitive and emotional processes that contribute to heightened
psychological distress in this population. By fostering acceptance of internal experiences and reducing
experiential avoidance, ACT enables individuals to disengage from unhelpful patterns of rumination and
worry, thereby alleviating anxiety symptoms.

At the same time, the observed increase in psychological well-being highlights the capacity of ACT to promote
positive psychological functioning. Through processes such as values clarification and committed action,
individuals are encouraged to engage in meaningful activities aligned with their personal values, even in the
presence of discomfort. This shift in focus from symptom elimination to value-driven living contributes to a
more enduring and holistic improvement in mental health.

The dual impact of ACT on both anxiety reduction and well-being enhancement is particularly noteworthy in
the context of COVID-19, where individuals often face ongoing uncertainty and stress. Interventions that
merely reduce symptoms may not be sufficient to address the broader challenges associated with such
conditions. In contrast, approaches like ACT that emphasize psychological flexibility and adaptive coping
offer a more comprehensive framework for supporting individuals in navigating complex and unpredictable
environments.

Furthermore, the structured and relatively brief nature of the ACT intervention used in this study suggests that
it can be feasibly implemented in clinical and community settings, even under resource constraints. This is
especially relevant in the context of public health crises, where access to mental health services may be limited.
The adaptability of ACT to various delivery formats, including group and online modalities, further enhances
its practical utility.

In conclusion, the results of this study indicate that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is an effective and
versatile intervention for improving mental health outcomes in patients with COVID-19. By addressing both
psychological distress and well-being, ACT provides a comprehensive approach to mental health care that is
well-suited to the demands of contemporary healthcare challenges.
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