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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Reality Therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)
on psychological flexibility in older adults attending day rehabilitation centers in Tehran. This study employed a quasi-
experimental design with a pretest, posttest, and follow-up, along with a control group. The statistical population comprised
all older adults attending day rehabilitation centers in Tehran during the first half of 2024. From this population, 90
individuals who met the inclusion and exclusion criteria were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned
to three groups of 30 participants each: two experimental groups (Reality Therapy and ACT) and one control group.
Participants completed the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010) at pretest, posttest, and follow-up
stages. The Reality Therapy protocol was based on the principles outlined by Glasser (2003) and was implemented over
eight 90-minute sessions across two months. The ACT protocol was developed based on the principles proposed by Hayes
et al. (2012) and was also conducted in eight 90-minute sessions over two months. Data were analyzed using repeated
measures analysis of variance. The results indicated a significant difference between the Reality Therapy and ACT groups
compared to the control group at both the posttest and follow-up stages (P < 0.05), demonstrating the effectiveness of both
interventions in enhancing psychological flexibility. Additionally, a significant difference was observed between the two
experimental groups in the posttest and follow-up stages (P > 0.05), with mean comparisons indicating greater effectiveness
for ACT.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Aging is a natural process characterized by physical, cognitive, and social changes that impact individuals'
overall well-being (Pruchno, 2021). With the rapid increase in the global aging population, it is estimated that
the number of people aged 65 and older will double in the next four decades (Fotoukian et al., 2013). The
cognitive decline associated with aging includes a reduction in psychological flexibility, which refers to the
ability to adapt to changing environmental stimuli by altering cognitive responses (Entezari et al., 2018).
Psychological flexibility plays a critical role in older adults' mental health, enabling them to regulate emotions,
reframe stressful events, and maintain resilience (Dajani & Uddin, 2015). Reduced cognitive flexibility in
older adults has been associated with lower adaptability, increased psychological distress, and diminished
overall quality of life (Ram et al., 2019).

Reality Therapy (RT) and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) have been explored as psychological
interventions to improve cognitive and emotional adaptability. Reality Therapy, based on Choice Theory,
emphasizes individual responsibility, decision-making, and control over one's actions (Glasser, 2003). It
assists individuals in understanding how their behaviors affect their well-being and helps them shift from
maladaptive to constructive choices (Shishefar, 2017). On the other hand, ACT is a third-wave behavioral
therapy that focuses on psychological flexibility by encouraging acceptance of inner experiences rather than
avoidance or suppression (Hayes, 2012). ACT integrates mindfulness and values-based actions to help
individuals cope with distress and enhance their quality of life (Klimczak & Levin, 2023).

Despite the established benefits of both therapies in different populations, limited research has examined their
comparative effectiveness on psychological flexibility in older adults. Therefore, this study aimed to compare
the effectiveness of Reality Therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy in enhancing psychological
flexibility among older adults attending day rehabilitation centers in Tehran.
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Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest, posttest, and follow-up, along with a control
group. The study population consisted of all older adults attending day rehabilitation centers in Tehran during
the first half of 2024. A total of 90 participants who met the inclusion and exclusion criteria were selected
using purposive sampling and randomly assigned to three groups: Reality Therapy (n = 30), Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (n = 30), and a control group (n = 30).

The Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010) was used to measure participants' cognitive
flexibility at pretest, posttest, and follow-up. The Reality Therapy intervention followed the principles outlined
by Glasser (2003) and was conducted in eight 90-minute sessions over two months. Similarly, the ACT
intervention followed the principles of Hayes et al. (2012) and was administered in eight 90-minute sessions
over two months. The control group did not receive any intervention.

The study adhered to ethical guidelines, and all participants provided informed consent. Data were analyzed
using repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) to assess changes in psychological flexibility across
different time points.

Findings

The demographic analysis revealed that the majority of participants in all three groups were male, with the
highest frequency observed in the Reality Therapy group (60%), ACT group (63.3%), and control group
(66.7%). The age distribution showed that most participants in the Reality Therapy group were aged 70-75
years, while the ACT and control groups had a higher proportion of participants in the 65-70 age range.

The results of repeated measures ANOVA indicated significant changes in psychological flexibility over time
in both the Reality Therapy and ACT groups (p < 0.05). The effect size for the time factor in increasing
psychological flexibility was 0.982 for the Reality Therapy group and 0.984 for the ACT group. Additionally,
there was a significant interaction effect between time and group (p < 0.05), suggesting that both interventions
had a positive impact on psychological flexibility compared to the control group.

Pairwise comparisons showed no significant differences between groups at the pretest stage. However, at
posttest and follow-up, both the Reality Therapy and ACT groups demonstrated significantly higher
psychological flexibility scores compared to the control group (p < 0.05). Moreover, ACT was found to be
more effective than Reality Therapy at both posttest and follow-up stages, as indicated by the mean
comparisons.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrated that both Reality Therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
significantly improved psychological flexibility in older adults. However, ACT showed greater effectiveness
in enhancing cognitive adaptability and emotional regulation over time.

The effectiveness of Reality Therapy can be attributed to its emphasis on personal responsibility and decision-
making. Reality Therapy helps individuals recognize how their choices impact their well-being and provides
them with tools to modify maladaptive behaviors. By fostering a sense of control and accountability, this
approach enables older adults to develop healthier coping strategies and improve their psychological resilience.
These results align with previous studies that have highlighted the role of Reality Therapy in enhancing self-
regulation and adaptive functioning in older populations.

ACT, on the other hand, focuses on increasing psychological flexibility by encouraging individuals to accept
rather than suppress negative thoughts and emotions. The core principles of ACT, including mindfulness,
cognitive defusion, and values-based living, contribute to its effectiveness in helping older adults manage
psychological distress. By shifting the focus from experiential avoidance to acceptance, ACT empowers
individuals to engage in meaningful behaviors despite emotional discomfort. This approach may explain why
ACT demonstrated superior long-term benefits in this study.
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Given the growing aging population and the increasing need for effective psychological interventions, both
Reality Therapy and ACT offer promising approaches for enhancing psychological flexibility among older
adults. The findings suggest that ACT may be particularly beneficial for individuals struggling with cognitive
rigidity and emotional distress, while Reality Therapy may be more suitable for those seeking structured
behavioral modifications.

Future research should explore the long-term impact of these interventions beyond the two-month follow-up
period. Additionally, studies with larger sample sizes and diverse cultural contexts would provide further
insights into the generalizability of these findings. Practitioners working with older adults are encouraged to
incorporate these evidence-based interventions into their therapeutic frameworks to promote psychological
well-being and resilience in aging populations.
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