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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) and Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment (UP) on resilience among
nurses experiencing post-traumatic stress symptoms following COVID-19 infection.
This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control
group and a two-month follow-up. The statistical population consisted of nurses with
a history of COVID-19 infection and post-traumatic stress symptoms working at
Shahid Seyed Mostafa Khomeini Hospital in Tabas. Thirty eligible participants were
selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to three groups (ACT,
UP, and control; n=10 each). The intervention groups received eight 45-minute
treatment sessions. Data were collected using the Resilience Scale for Adults (RSA)
and the Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder Questionnaire and analyzed through analysis
of covariance (ANCOVA) and Bonferroni post hoc tests. ANCOVA results
demonstrated significant group differences in resilience at posttest (F=8.563,
p=0.007, 1*=0.241) and follow-up (F=8.649, p=0.045, n>=0.352) after controlling for
pretest scores. Bonferroni comparisons indicated that both ACT and UP significantly
improved resilience compared with the control group. However, ACT produced
significantly greater improvements in resilience than UP, and this superiority
remained stable during the follow-up assessment (p<0.01).The findings suggest that
both ACT and UP are effective interventions for enhancing resilience among nurses
with post-traumatic stress symptoms related to COVID-19. Nevertheless, ACT
demonstrated stronger and more enduring effects. Therefore, ACT may be considered
a particularly valuable intervention for strengthening psychological resilience,
adaptive coping, and mental health among healthcare professionals facing traumatic
and high-stress situations.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic was one of the most significant global health crises of the twenty-first century,
affecting not only physical health but also the psychological well-being of millions of individuals worldwide.
Among the groups most severely affected by the pandemic were healthcare workers, particularly nurses, who
served on the front lines of patient care throughout the outbreak. Continuous exposure to critically ill patients,
fear of infection, concerns about transmitting the virus to family members, high workloads, inadequate
resources, and repeated experiences of patient suffering and death placed nurses at a heightened risk for
psychological difficulties (Chen et al., 2021; Lai et al., 2020). Studies conducted during and after the
pandemic reported elevated levels of anxiety, depression, burnout, psychological distress, and post-traumatic
stress symptoms among healthcare professionals, highlighting the urgent need for effective psychological
interventions (Mohammadi & Ghaffari, 2023; Zadafshar et al., 2022).

Post-traumatic stress symptoms represent one of the most serious psychological consequences associated with
exposure to traumatic and life-threatening events. For nurses working during the COVID-19 pandemic,
persistent exposure to death, uncertainty, and emotional strain created conditions conducive to the development
of trauma-related symptoms. Research has demonstrated that post-traumatic stress symptoms among nurses
are associated with reduced psychological well-being, increased occupational burnout, diminished job
performance, and lower quality of patient care (Chen et al., 2021; Soqandi et al., 2024). Consequently,
identifying factors that can protect nurses from the adverse effects of trauma and facilitate psychological
recovery has become a critical area of investigation.

Resilience has emerged as one of the most important protective factors against the psychological consequences
of stressful and traumatic experiences. Resilience refers to an individual’s capacity to adapt successfully to
adversity, maintain psychological functioning during stressful circumstances, and recover from challenging
life events. Individuals with higher levels of resilience are more capable of coping with stress, maintaining
emotional balance, and achieving positive adaptation despite experiencing adversity (Abbaszadeh, 2022;
Kazem al-Abd, 2022). Previous studies have shown that resilience is negatively associated with anxiety,
psychological distress, occupational burnout, and human errors among healthcare workers (Rahimi et al.,
2023; Yari, 2024). Furthermore, resilience has been identified as a significant predictor of psychological
adjustment among nurses during the COVID-19 pandemic (Zadafshar et al., 2022).

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) is one of the most influential third-wave behavioral therapies
designed to enhance psychological flexibility through acceptance, mindfulness, values clarification, and
committed action. Rather than attempting to eliminate unpleasant thoughts and emotions, ACT encourages
individuals to accept their internal experiences while engaging in meaningful behaviors aligned with their
personal values (Amirzadeh & Mohammadi, 2021; Rompter, 2019). Empirical evidence indicates that ACT
effectively improves resilience, psychological flexibility, distress tolerance, and overall psychological well-
being across diverse populations (Behnam Farimani & Taheri, 2021; Seyedmohammadi et al., 2022).
Studies involving bereaved mothers, prisoners, students, nurses, and medical patients have consistently
demonstrated the beneficial effects of ACT on resilience and adaptation to stressful life circumstances (Cao et
al., 2022; Nouri & Seyednejad Jelodar, 2020; Pouyeh et al., 2020; Talebi & Teymouri, 2022; Valizadeh
et al., 2020).

Another promising intervention is the Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment (UP), which targets common
emotional processes underlying a wide range of psychological disorders. The unified protocol focuses on
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emotional awareness, cognitive flexibility, reduction of emotional avoidance, and adaptive emotional
regulation. By addressing shared mechanisms of emotional disorders, UP aims to promote psychological
adjustment and resilience across different populations (Sattarpanahi, 2022). Previous studies have reported
positive effects of UP on psychological distress, quality of life, emotional regulation, and resilience
(Bahrampour, 2021; Mozaffari et al., 2020). However, despite evidence supporting the effectiveness of both
ACT and UP, few studies have directly compared these two interventions among nurses experiencing post-
traumatic stress symptoms related to COVID-109.

Given the critical importance of resilience among healthcare professionals and the limited comparative
evidence regarding these therapeutic approaches, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment on resilience among nurses
with post-traumatic stress symptoms following COVID-19 infection.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up
assessments using a control group. The target population consisted of nurses who had worked in COVID-19
wards at Shahid Seyed Mostafa Khomeini Hospital in Tabas and had experienced COVID-19 infection
accompanied by post-traumatic stress symptoms.

Initially, nurses with a history of COVID-19 infection were screened using a post-traumatic stress
questionnaire. Individuals who scored above the established clinical cutoff and met the inclusion criteria were
invited to participate. Thirty eligible participants voluntarily entered the study and were randomly assigned to
three groups: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (n = 10), Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment (n = 10),
and a control group (n = 10).

The inclusion criteria included a diagnosis of post-traumatic stress symptoms, a minimum of six months of
work experience in COVID-19 wards, willingness to participate in the study, and absence of recent
psychological treatment or psychiatric medication use. Participants who missed more than two treatment
sessions or experienced significant life crises during the intervention period were excluded.

Resilience was assessed using the Resilience Scale for Adults (RSA). The ACT intervention was conducted in
eight weekly 45-minute sessions based on established ACT protocols. The treatment focused on acceptance,
cognitive defusion, mindfulness, self-as-context, values clarification, and committed action. The Unified
Transdiagnostic Treatment was also delivered in eight weekly 45-minute sessions and focused on emotional
awareness, cognitive reappraisal, emotional exposure, reduction of avoidance behaviors, and adaptive emotion
regulation strategies.

Data were collected at three stages: pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up. Statistical analyses included
descriptive statistics, tests of normality and homogeneity assumptions, analysis of covariance (ANCOVA),
and Bonferroni post hoc comparisons.

Findings

Descriptive findings demonstrated comparable demographic characteristics across the three groups. No
significant differences were found regarding age distribution, gender composition, or educational level,
indicating baseline equivalence among participants.

Examination of descriptive statistics revealed improvements in resilience-related dimensions among
participants receiving ACT and Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment. In the ACT group, resilience scores
increased substantially from pretest to posttest and remained relatively stable at follow-up. The Unified
Transdiagnostic Treatment group also demonstrated improvements, although the magnitude of change was
smaller than that observed in the ACT group. The control group showed minimal changes across measurement
occasions.
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Tests of statistical assumptions confirmed the appropriateness of conducting ANCOVA. Shapiro—Wilk tests
indicated normal distribution of resilience scores, while Levene’s tests supported homogeneity of variances.
The homogeneity of regression slopes assumption was also satisfied.

Results of the ANCOVA demonstrated a significant effect of treatment group on resilience at posttest after
controlling for pretest scores (F = 8.563, p = 0.007, n? = 0.241). Similarly, significant group differences were
observed at follow-up (F = 8.649, p = 0.045, n? = 0.352). These findings indicated that participation in the
interventions significantly influenced resilience outcomes.

Bonferroni post hoc analyses revealed significant differences between ACT and Unified Transdiagnostic
Treatment at both posttest and follow-up assessments. Participants receiving ACT demonstrated significantly
higher resilience scores than those receiving Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment. Furthermore, both
intervention groups scored significantly higher than the control group. The superiority of ACT over Unified
Transdiagnostic Treatment remained stable during the follow-up period, indicating sustained treatment effects
over time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrated that both Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Unified
Transdiagnostic Treatment effectively enhanced resilience among nurses experiencing post-traumatic stress
symptoms following COVID-19 infection. The significant improvements observed in both intervention groups
support the importance of psychological interventions that address emotional functioning, coping processes,
and adaptation to trauma-related experiences.

The effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy may be attributed to its emphasis on psychological
flexibility. By encouraging individuals to accept difficult thoughts and emotions rather than engaging in
avoidance, ACT helps participants develop more adaptive relationships with their internal experiences.
Through mindfulness practices, values clarification, and committed action, nurses may have become better
equipped to manage stress, maintain psychological balance, and continue functioning effectively despite
trauma-related distress.

The Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment also produced meaningful improvements in resilience. Its focus on
emotional awareness, cognitive flexibility, and adaptive regulation of emotions likely enhanced participants’
ability to cope with distressing experiences associated with the pandemic. By reducing emotional avoidance
and increasing tolerance for uncomfortable emotions, the intervention may have strengthened participants’
capacity to adapt to challenging circumstances.

A particularly important finding was the superior effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
compared with Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment. This difference may reflect the broader emphasis of ACT
on meaning, values, and existential acceptance in addition to emotional regulation. Nurses who worked during
the COVID-19 pandemic faced prolonged exposure to uncertainty, suffering, and loss. In such contexts,
interventions that foster psychological flexibility and reconnect individuals with personally meaningful values
may provide deeper and more enduring benefits than interventions focused primarily on symptom management
and emotional regulation.

The maintenance of treatment gains during follow-up further suggests that both interventions produced
relatively stable changes in psychological functioning. Sustained improvements in resilience are particularly
important for healthcare professionals because resilience serves as a protective resource against future
stressors, occupational burnout, and psychological difficulties.

Overall, the findings indicate that both therapeutic approaches can be considered valuable interventions for
supporting the mental health of nurses experiencing post-traumatic stress symptoms. However, Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy appears to offer greater benefits in strengthening resilience and promoting long-
term psychological adaptation. Healthcare organizations and mental health professionals may therefore
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consider integrating ACT-based programs into psychological support services for nurses and other frontline
healthcare workers. Such interventions could play a crucial role in enhancing resilience, reducing vulnerability
to trauma-related difficulties, and improving overall well-being among healthcare professionals facing high-
stress occupational environments.
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