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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT), positive psychology intervention, and existential
therapy on increasing life expectancy among female heads of household. This study
employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and a control group.
The statistical population consisted of female heads of household living in District 2
of Qom, Iran. A total of 60 participants were selected through convenience sampling
and randomly assigned into four groups of 15 participants, including three
experimental groups and one control group. The experimental groups received ACT,
positive psychology intervention, and existential therapy during eight treatment
sessions, while the control group received no intervention. Data were collected using
Snyder et al.’s Life Expectancy Questionnaire (1991). The data were analyzed using
SPSS-27 through mixed analysis of variance and Bonferroni post-hoc tests. The
findings demonstrated that all three interventions significantly improved life
expectancy and its components in the post-test stage. Mixed ANOVA results
indicated a significant effect of group and time on life expectancy (F=42.71,
p<0.011). Significant differences were also observed in agency thinking and pathway
thinking. Bonferroni post-hoc analysis revealed that positive psychology intervention
was more effective than existential therapy in increasing life expectancy (F=57.21,
p<0.039). Furthermore, a significant difference was observed between ACT and
positive psychology intervention (F=41.42, p<0.017), whereas no significant
difference was found between existential therapy and ACT. The results indicated that
all three therapeutic approaches were effective in improving life expectancy among
female heads of household; however, positive psychology intervention demonstrated
greater effectiveness compared to existential therapy. Therefore, these interventions,
particularly positive psychology intervention, can be incorporated into counseling
and supportive programs designed for female heads of household.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Female-headed households constitute one of the most vulnerable social groups in many societies due to the
accumulation of economic, psychological, and social pressures. These women are often required to
simultaneously manage financial responsibilities, childcare, emotional support, and social adaptation without
adequate institutional or familial support. Such conditions expose them to chronic stress, emotional exhaustion,
reduced psychological well-being, and diminished hope for life (Abhishek et al., 2020; Hosseini Tabaghdehi,
2022). Hope for life is considered one of the central indicators of psychological adjustment and mental health
because it reflects an individual’s capacity to pursue goals, maintain motivation, and perceive the future as
meaningful and attainable (Hatun & Kurtca, 2024). Individuals with higher levels of hope demonstrate better
coping abilities, greater resilience, and stronger psychological functioning when facing stressful life
circumstances (Keyes, 2014).

Research has shown that hope is positively associated with well-being, self-efficacy, resilience, social
adjustment, and life satisfaction (Kotera et al., 2022; Sweetman et al., 2021). Conversely, hopelessness is
linked to depression, anxiety, emotional withdrawal, and decreased quality of life. Female heads of household
are particularly vulnerable to hopelessness because of financial instability, limited social support, social
stigma, and concerns about the future of their children (Sedghi et al., 2020). Therefore, psychological
interventions aimed at enhancing hope and psychological resilience among these women are of considerable
importance.

One of the therapeutic approaches increasingly applied to improve psychological functioning is Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT). ACT is based on the enhancement of psychological flexibility and
emphasizes acceptance of unpleasant experiences rather than avoidance of them. The approach seeks to help
individuals engage in value-oriented actions despite emotional pain and psychological distress (Twohig et al.,
2015). ACT promotes acceptance, mindfulness, cognitive defusion, and commitment to personal values, which
collectively contribute to improved emotional regulation and psychological adaptation (Li et al., 2021).
Previous studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of ACT in reducing anxiety, increasing resilience,
improving quality of life, and enhancing hope among different populations (Poorseyed & Moradi, 2023). By
helping individuals accept difficult emotions while continuing purposeful actions, ACT may strengthen
women’s ability to cope with life challenges and maintain optimism toward the future.
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Another important contemporary approach is positive psychology intervention. Positive psychology focuses
on human strengths, virtues, positive emotions, and flourishing rather than pathology and deficits (Seligman
et al., 20009). Positive interventions aim to increase optimism, gratitude, happiness, resilience, and meaning in
life through structured cognitive and emotional exercises (White, 2017; White & Kern, 2018). Research
indicates that positive psychology interventions significantly improve mental well-being, social engagement,
motivation, and self-compassion (Kotera et al., 2022). Furthermore, positive-oriented interventions have been
associated with increased hope and life satisfaction among patients with chronic illnesses and psychologically
vulnerable individuals (Pourfaraj Omran & Rezazadeh, 2018; Rezazadeh Moghadam et al., 2018). Positive
education and optimism-based interventions also strengthen emotional adjustment and reduce psychological
distress (Ahern, 2017; Allen & Kern, 2017). Because female heads of household often experience chronic
emotional burden and reduced emotional support, interventions focused on positive cognition and emotional
strengthening may effectively increase their hope for life.

Existential therapy represents another influential psychological approach relevant to hope enhancement.
Existential therapy focuses on meaning, responsibility, freedom, loneliness, and mortality as central aspects of
human existence (Frankl, 2011; Yalom, 2011). This approach encourages individuals to confront existential
anxieties directly and to develop authentic meaning despite suffering and uncertainty. Existential therapy
assumes that psychological distress often emerges from meaninglessness and existential emptiness. Through
meaning-making and acceptance of life realities, individuals can reconstruct purpose and develop
psychological resilience (Wong & Yu, 2021). Studies have shown that existential and meaning-centered
interventions improve life expectancy, purpose in life, and emotional adaptation among vulnerable populations
and patients with severe illnesses (Mamashli et al., 2021; Sadeghizadeh Sadati et al., 2017). Existential
approaches also contribute to strengthening resilience through philosophical counseling and reflective self-
awareness (Waitzman, 2024).

Although all three interventions have demonstrated effectiveness independently, limited research has directly
compared Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, positive psychology intervention, and existential therapy in
female heads of household. Moreover, these interventions differ conceptually and procedurally. ACT
emphasizes psychological flexibility and committed action, positive psychology focuses on positive emotions
and strengths, while existential therapy emphasizes meaning and authentic responsibility (Harris, 2013; Wong
& Yu, 2021). Understanding which intervention has greater influence on hope for life may help mental health
professionals develop more effective therapeutic programs for vulnerable women. Therefore, the present study
aimed to compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, positive psychology
intervention, and existential therapy on increasing hope for life among female heads of household.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test and post-test measurements along with
a control group. The statistical population consisted of female heads of household living in District 2 of Qom,
Iran. Considering the recommended sample size for experimental studies, 60 participants were selected through
convenience sampling and randomly assigned into four groups of 15 participants, including three experimental
groups and one control group.

The inclusion criteria included literacy, age range between 25 and 50 years, absence of severe psychiatric
disorders such as major depression, and absence of severe neurological disorders. Participants who were absent
for more than two therapy sessions or unwilling to continue participation were excluded from the study.

Data collection was conducted using Snyder’s Hope for Life Questionnaire (1991), which measures agency
thinking and pathway thinking as the two primary dimensions of hope. The questionnaire consists of 12 items
scored on an eight-point Likert scale. Previous studies have confirmed the validity and reliability of the
instrument, and the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient in the present study was satisfactory.
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The positive psychology intervention was conducted in eight sessions focusing on optimism, gratitude,
happiness, strengths identification, hope enhancement, self-esteem, and meaningfulness in life. Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy was administered in eight 90-minute sessions emphasizing acceptance,
mindfulness, values clarification, cognitive defusion, and committed action. Existential therapy was also
delivered in eight sessions based on existential concepts such as freedom, responsibility, death awareness,
meaning-making, loneliness, and authentic living.

At the beginning of the intervention process, all participants completed the hope questionnaire as a pre-test.
After completion of the intervention sessions, the questionnaire was administered again as a post-test. Data
were analyzed using SPSS version 27 through mixed analysis of variance and Bonferroni post-hoc tests.
Findings

The descriptive findings indicated that the mean scores of hope for life increased in all three intervention
groups at the post-test stage compared with the pre-test stage, whereas the control group showed only minimal
change. The positive psychology group demonstrated the highest increase in hope scores, followed by the
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy group and the existential therapy group.

The results of mixed analysis of variance showed that the effect of time and group interaction on hope for life
was statistically significant. Significant differences were observed in both agency thinking and pathway
thinking among participants in the intervention groups during the post-test stage. The findings indicated that
all three interventions significantly improved hope for life among female heads of household compared with
the control group.

Bonferroni post-hoc analysis revealed that positive psychology intervention produced significantly greater
improvement in hope for life compared with existential therapy. A significant difference was also found
between Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and positive psychology intervention. However, no significant
difference was observed between existential therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy.

Regarding agency thinking, significant differences were identified between positive psychology intervention
and existential therapy, while no significant difference was observed between Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy and existential therapy. In pathway thinking, positive psychology intervention showed significantly
greater improvement compared with existential therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy.

Overall, the findings demonstrated that all three interventions effectively enhanced hope for life among female
heads of household, although positive psychology intervention produced the strongest effect.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, positive
psychology intervention, and existential therapy all contributed to improving hope for life among female heads
of household. However, positive psychology intervention showed greater effectiveness compared with the
other approaches. These findings suggest that interventions focusing directly on positive emotions, strengths,
optimism, and future-oriented thinking may produce more immediate effects on hope enhancement among
psychologically vulnerable women.

The effectiveness of positive psychology intervention can be explained by its emphasis on cognitive
reconstruction, optimism development, gratitude practices, and emotional empowerment. Female heads of
household often experience emotional exhaustion, uncertainty, and feelings of helplessness due to multiple
social and economic pressures. Positive psychology interventions help participants shift their attention from
deficits and failures toward personal strengths, achievements, and possibilities for future growth. This
cognitive-emotional shift increases self-confidence, emotional regulation, and positive future expectations.
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy was also effective in increasing hope for life. ACT helps individuals
accept unpleasant thoughts and emotions rather than struggling against them. By emphasizing mindfulness,
psychological flexibility, and value-oriented behavior, ACT enables participants to maintain purposeful action
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despite life difficulties. Female heads of household often experience chronic stress and emotional avoidance,
and ACT may reduce the negative impact of these processes by promoting acceptance and committed action.
Existential therapy also improved hope for life, although its effectiveness was comparatively lower than
positive psychology intervention. Existential therapy focuses on meaning-making, responsibility, freedom, and
authentic living. Through confronting existential concerns such as loneliness, mortality, and uncertainty,
participants may reconstruct personal meaning and develop a more resilient perspective toward life difficulties.
However, existential therapy tends to involve deeper philosophical reflection and gradual psychological
transformation, which may explain its comparatively slower impact on hope enhancement.

The absence of significant differences between existential therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
may be related to conceptual similarities between the two approaches. Both interventions encourage
acceptance of suffering, authentic confrontation with reality, and purposeful engagement with life values.
Consequently, both approaches may strengthen hope through similar psychological mechanisms.

Overall, the findings indicate that psychological interventions focusing on meaning, acceptance, and positive
emotional strengthening can effectively improve hope for life among female heads of household. Considering
the psychological vulnerability of this population, implementing structured counseling and psychotherapy
programs may significantly enhance their psychological well-being, resilience, and quality of life. Among the
investigated interventions, positive psychology intervention appears particularly suitable for promoting
immediate improvement in hope and emotional adjustment among female heads of household.
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