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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) on self-awareness and psychological distress among
individuals diagnosed with depressive disorder. This study employed a quasi-
experimental pretest—posttestdesignwith a control group. The statistical population
consisted of individuals with depressive disorder who attended counseling centers in
Tehran in 2025. Thirty participants were selected through convenience sampling and
randomly assigned to an experimental group (n=15) and a control group (n=15). Data
were collected using the Nystromand Davis Self-Awareness Questionnaire and the
Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K-10). The experimental group received eight
weekly 90-minute ACT sessions, whereas the control group received no intervention.
Data were analyzed using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA). ANCOVA results
revealed a significant difference betweenthe experimental and control groupsin self-
awareness after controlling for pretest scores (F=9.86, p<0.01). The mean self-
awareness score inthe experimental group increased from 22.53 at pretest to 30.60 at
posttest. A significant group difference was also observed for psychological distress
(F=10.25, p<0.01), with the experimental group showing a reductionfrom 36.48 at
pretest to 26.60 at posttest. These findings indicate that ACT significantly improved
self-awareness and reduced psychological distress among individuals with depressive
disorder. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy enhanced psychological flexibility,
promoted acceptance of internal experiences, and reduced experiential avoidance,
leading to increased self-awareness and decreased psychological distress. The
findings support the use of ACT as an effective psychological intervention for
improving mental health outcomes inindividuals suffering from depressive disorder.

Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Self-Awareness, Psychological
Distress, Depressive Disorder.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Depressive disorder is one of the most prevalent and debilitating mental health conditions worldwide, affecting
emotional functioning, cognition, interpersonal relationships, and overall quality of life. Individuals suffering
from depression frequently experience persistent sadness, hopelessness, reduced motivation, cognitive
impairments, and difficulties in emotional regulation. Research has consistently demonstrated that depression
is associated with increased psychological burden, reduced adaptive functioning, and diminished well-being
(Morris et al., 2018; Yazdi et al., 2015). Given its extensive consequences, identifying effective psychological
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interventions capable of addressing both the symptoms and underlying psychological processes of depression
remains a major priority in mental health research and practice.

Among the psychological characteristics closely associated with depression are reduced self-awareness and
elevated psychological distress. Self-awareness refers to an individual's ability to recognize, understand, and
reflect upon internal experiences, including emotions, thoughts, values, motivations, and behaviors. It
constitutes a fundamental component of psychological functioning and plays a critical role in emotional
regulation, self-control, and adaptive decision-making. Individuals with higher levels of self-awareness tend
to possess greater insight into their emotional experiences and demonstrate more effective coping strategies
when confronted with stressful situations. Conversely, deficits in self-awareness may contribute to maladaptive
cognitive patterns and psychological vulnerability (Nouri Ghasem Abadi, 2021).

Psychological distress represents another important construct associated with depression. It encompasses a
range of negative emotional states, including anxiety, stress, emotional suffering, and psychological
discomfort. High levels of psychological distress are linked to impaired cognitive performance, reduced social
functioning, and increased susceptibility to mental disorders (Ghalandarzadeh & Pournaghsh Tehrani,
2020). Studies have shown that individuals experiencing severe psychological distress often report poorer
quality of life and diminished psychological resilience (Gol Mohammad et al., 2021; Hoffman & Wallace,
2018). Therefore, interventions capable of reducing psychological distress may significantly improve overall
mental health outcomes.

Contemporary psychological theories suggest that depression is maintained by maladaptive cognitive
processes such as rumination, experiential avoidance, cognitive fusion, and dysfunctional emotion regulation
strategies. Individuals with depression often become excessively entangled with negative thoughts and attempt
to avoid unpleasant emotional experiences, which paradoxically intensifies emotional suffering over time
(Rozenman et al., 2020). These findings have motivated the development of third-wave behavioral therapies
that emphasize acceptance, mindfulness, and psychological flexibility rather than direct modification of
thought content.

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) is one of the most influential third-wave behavioral
interventions. Developed by Hayes and colleagues, ACT seeks to enhance psychological flexibility through
SiX core processes: acceptance, cognitive defusion, present-moment awareness, self-as-context, values
clarification, and committed action (Hayes et al., 2014). Rather than attempting to eliminate distressing
thoughts and emotions, ACT teaches individuals to alter their relationship with internal experiences and engage
in meaningful behavior despite psychological discomfort.

A substantial body of empirical evidence supports the effectiveness of ACT across various psychological
conditions. Reviews have demonstrated its efficacy in reducing anxiety, obsessive-compulsive symptoms, and
emotional distress (Bluett et al., 2014). Research has further shown that ACT promotes psychological
flexibility, reduces stress, and enhances well-being (Hofmann et al., 2018). Studies involving athletes,
caregivers, couples, and clinical populations have reported significant improvements following ACT -based
interventions (Gross et al., 2018; Khosravi et al., 2021; Morshedi et al., 2019).

Recent investigations have continued to expand the evidence base for ACT. Randomized controlled trials have
demonstrated its effectiveness in improving quality of life among individuals with chronic health conditions
and reducing psychological distress among vulnerable populations (Jin et al., 2023; Rose et al., 2023). App-
based ACT interventions have also shown promising outcomes in reducing distress among university students
experiencing chronic physical health challenges (Gkofa et al., 2026). Furthermore, ACT has been associated
with reductions in suicidal ideation and improvements in distress tolerance among individuals with substance
use disorders (Sohrabnejad et al., 2025).
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Within depressive populations, ACT has demonstrated effectiveness in enhancing cognitive flexibility, distress
tolerance, and adaptive psychological functioning. Comparative studies have reported that ACT contributes to
improvements in cognitive and emotional processes among individuals diagnosed with major depressive
disorder (Yaghoubi et al., 2026; Yaqubi et al., 2026). Despite these promising findings, relatively few studies
have simultaneously examined the effects of ACT on self-awareness and psychological distress among
individuals with depressive disorder. Given the central role of these variables in psychological adjustment and
recovery, further investigation is warranted.

Accordingly, the present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
on self-awareness and psychological distress among individuals diagnosed with depressive disorder.
Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest-posttest measurements and a control
group. The statistical population consisted of individuals diagnosed with depressive disorder who attended
counseling centers in Tehran during 2025. Following screening procedures and eligibility assessment, 30
participants were selected using convenience sampling and were randomly assigned to either an experimental
group (n = 15) or a control group (n = 15).

Data collection was conducted using the Self-Awareness Questionnaire developed by Nystrom and Davis and
the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K-10). Prior to the intervention, both groups completed the
instruments as part of the pretest assessment. Subsequently, participants in the experimental group received
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy over eight consecutive weeks. The intervention consisted of one 90-
minute session per week and focused on the development of acceptance skills, mindfulness practices, cognitive
defusion techniques, clarification of personal values, and committed behavioral action. The control group
received no psychological intervention during the study period.

Following completion of the intervention program, both groups completed the posttest assessments. Data were
analyzed using descriptive statistics and analysis of covariance (ANCOVA). Assumptions of normality were
examined prior to inferential analyses.

Findings

Descriptive analyses indicated noticeable differences between the experimental and control groups following
the intervention. In the experimental group, the mean self-awareness score increased from 22.53 during the
pretest phase to 30.67 during the posttest phase. In contrast, the control group demonstrated minimal change,
with scores decreasing slightly from 21.48 to 20.45.

For psychological distress, the experimental group exhibited a substantial reduction in scores, decreasing from
a pretest mean of 36.48 to a posttest mean of 26.69. Although the control group showed a slight decline from
38.28 to 35.28, the magnitude of change was considerably smaller than that observed in the experimental
group.

Preliminary analyses confirmed that the distribution of the study variables met the assumptions required for
parametric statistical procedures. Consequently, analysis of covariance was performed to evaluate treatment
effects while controlling for baseline differences.

The ANCOVA results demonstrated a statistically significant effect of group membership on self-awareness
after controlling for pretest scores. The obtained F value was 96.86 with a significance level of 0.001,
indicating that participants who received Acceptance and Commitment Therapy achieved significantly higher
levels of self-awareness than those in the control group. The effect size indicated that a substantial proportion
of the variance in posttest self-awareness scores could be attributed to the intervention.

Similarly, the analysis revealed a significant treatment effect on psychological distress. After controlling for
pretest scores, the experimental group demonstrated significantly lower levels of psychological distress than
the control group, with an F value of 102.59 and a significance level of 0.001. The corresponding effect size
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suggested that the intervention accounted for a considerable proportion of variance in psychological distress
outcomes.

Overall, the statistical findings supported both research hypotheses and demonstrated that Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy significantly increased self-awareness while simultaneously reducing psychological
distress among individuals with depressive disorder.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicate that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is an effective
intervention for improving self-awareness and reducing psychological distress among individuals diagnosed
with depressive disorder. Participants who received the intervention exhibited meaningful improvements
across both outcome variables compared with those in the control group.

The increase in self-awareness may be explained by the fundamental principles of ACT, which encourage
individuals to develop a mindful and nonjudgmental awareness of their thoughts, emotions, and internal
experiences. Through mindfulness exercises and acceptance-based strategies, participants learned to observe
their psychological experiences without becoming overwhelmed by them. This process likely facilitated
greater insight into personal values, emotional states, and behavioral patterns, contributing to enhanced self-
awareness.

The reduction in psychological distress can be understood through the concept of psychological flexibility,
which represents the central mechanism of change in ACT. Individuals with depression frequently engage in
experiential avoidance and cognitive fusion, becoming trapped in cycles of rumination and emotional
suffering. ACT teaches individuals to accept difficult experiences while continuing to pursue meaningful and
value-driven actions. As a result, emotional distress becomes less disruptive, and psychological functioning
improves.

The substantial effect sizes observed in the study suggest that the intervention produced clinically meaningful
changes. These findings reinforce the growing body of evidence indicating that ACT is capable of addressing
both symptom-related and process-related aspects of psychological disorders. Rather than focusing exclusively
on symptom reduction, ACT promotes adaptive psychological functioning by transforming how individuals
relate to their internal experiences.

The present findings also highlight the importance of targeting self-awareness in depression treatment.
Increased awareness of thoughts, emotions, and values may help individuals recognize maladaptive patterns
earlier and respond more effectively to emotional challenges. Simultaneously, reductions in psychological
distress may improve overall functioning, interpersonal relationships, and quality of life.

In conclusion, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy demonstrated significant effectiveness in enhancing self -
awareness and reducing psychological distress among individuals with depressive disorder. The intervention
appears to provide a valuable framework for promoting psychological flexibility, increasing adaptive self-
reflection, and reducing emotional suffering. These results support the integration of ACT into counseling and
mental health services for individuals experiencing depression and suggest that acceptance-based interventions
may contribute substantially to improved psychological well-being and recovery.
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