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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy on depressionand sexual conflict in adolescents. This quasi-
experimental study employed a pretest-posttest control group design with a follow-
up assessment. The statistical population consisted of adolescentsaged 15-18 years
living in Tehran during the 1404-1405 academic year. Fortyeligible adolescentswere
selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental
group and a control group, with 20 participants in eachgroup. The experimental group
received eight weekly 90-minute group sessions of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy, whereas the control group received no structured psychological
intervention. Data were collected at pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up using
the Beck Depression Inventory-1l and a sexual conflict questionnaire. Data were
analyzed using mixed analysis of variance with repeated measures and Bonferroni-
adjusted pairwise comparisons in SPSS version 27. The time x group interaction was
significant for depression (F=62.09, p<0.001, partial n>=0.620). A significant time x
group interaction was also found for sexual conflict (F=74.37, p<0.001, partial
1n*=0.662). Pairwise comparisons showed significant reductions in both depression
and sexual conflict from pretest to posttest and from pretest to follow-up in the
experimental group (p<0.001). However, the posttest-to-follow-up differenceswere
not significant for depression (p=0.418) or sexual conflict (p=0.372), indicating
maintenance of treatment gains. No significant changes were observed in the control
group. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy appears to be effective in reducing
depression and sexual conflict among adolescents, and its effects remained relatively
stable at follow-up. The intervention may be useful for improving psychological
flexibility and helping adolescents respond more adaptively to difficult thoughts and
emotions.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Adolescence is a critical developmental period characterized by rapid biological, cognitive, emotional, and
interpersonal changes. During this stage, adolescents must simultaneously adapt to pubertal development,
increasing autonomy, changing family relationships, greater sensitivity to peer evaluation, academic demands,
and the gradual formation of personal and social identity. Although these developmental transitions are
normative, they may also increase vulnerability to psychological distress when coping resources are
insufficient. Among the most important mental health problems during adolescence is depression, which can
negatively affect academic functioning, interpersonal relationships, self-concept, motivation, quality of life,
and future orientation. Depressive symptoms in adolescents may manifest not only as persistent sadness, but
also as irritability, social withdrawal, loss of interest, reduced energy, sleep disturbance, concentration
difficulties, hopelessness, and negative self-evaluation. Recent evidence has suggested that Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) can be effective in reducing emotional problems among depressed adolescents
and in promoting adaptive psychological functioning (Khalili, 2024; Vahabi et al., 2025).

In addition to emotional difficulties, adolescence is also an important period for sexual development. Pubertal
changes, emerging sexual feelings, body-related concerns, developing attitudes toward intimacy, and exposure
to family, social, and cultural expectations may lead some adolescents to experience considerable internal
conflict. Sexual conflict in this context may involve confusion, guilt, shame, fear of judgment, difficulty
accepting bodily and emotional changes, conflict between personal feelings and perceived social norms, and
emotional distress related to sexual development. Such conflict may adversely affect self-esteem, body image,
interpersonal adjustment, and general psychological well-being. Evidence from the broader adolescent mental
health literature indicates that sexual and gender-related stressors can be closely associated with psychological
distress and other mental health problems among young people (O'Shea et al., 2025; Sulla et al., 2025).
Moreover, relationship education programs for adolescents and young adults have shown that structured
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psychological and educational interventions can improve relational knowledge, decision-making, and healthy
interpersonal functioning (Navaneetham et al., 2025).

ACT is a third-wave behavioral therapy that focuses on increasing psychological flexibility rather than directly
eliminating unwanted thoughts and feelings. Its core therapeutic processes include acceptance, cognitive
defusion, contact with the present moment, self-as-context, clarification of personal values, and committed
action. Through these processes, individuals are encouraged to develop a more flexible relationship with
distressing internal experiences and to engage in behaviors consistent with personally meaningful values. This
approach may be particularly relevant during adolescence because many psychological problems in this
developmental period involve experiential avoidance, cognitive fusion, self-judgment, emotional reactivity,
and difficulty tolerating uncomfortable internal experiences. Early clinical work has supported the application
of ACT for adolescent depression and has shown that it can reduce depressive symptoms in psychiatric
outpatient settings (Hayes et al., 2016).

More recent evidence has further strengthened the empirical support for ACT in adolescents. Meta-analytic
findings from randomized controlled trials indicate that ACT is effective in reducing symptoms of anxiety and
depression in adolescent populations and that improvements in psychological flexibility may contribute to
treatment-related change (Lopez-Pinar et al., 2025; Lopez-Pinar et al., 2024). Qualitative research exploring
adolescents’ experiences of successful ACT treatment for depression has also shown that beneficial change
may involve greater acceptance of difficult emotions, increased distance from negative thoughts, improved
engagement in meaningful activities, and a more adaptive relationship with internal experiences (Ma et al.,
2023). ACT has also been successfully applied in other adolescent populations, including young people with
chronic medical conditions and adolescents receiving school-based interventions, suggesting that its core
processes can be adapted to different developmental and contextual needs (Alho et al., 2022; Petersen et al.,
2023).

Although direct evidence regarding ACT and sexual conflict in adolescents remains limited, findings from
adult and couple populations suggest that ACT may also influence sexual and relational functioning. ACT -
based interventions have been associated with improvements in sexual satisfaction, intimacy, cognitive
empathy, attachment-related functioning, sexual self-expression, body image, and quality of sexual life in
different adult populations (Ahmadi, 2025; Dahmani et al., 2025; Jan Ali Pour Chenaroudkhani, 2023;
Mousavi Shabestari et al., 2025; Tunc et al., 2023). These findings are theoretically relevant to adolescents
because sexual conflict may also be maintained by shame, self-criticism, avoidance, rigid beliefs, and efforts
to suppress or control uncomfortable thoughts and feelings. By teaching adolescents to observe internal
experiences without judgment and to act according to personally meaningful values, ACT may reduce both
depressive symptoms and sexual conflict. The present study was therefore conducted to investigate the
effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on depression and sexual conflict in adolescents in
Tehran.

Methods and Materials

The present study was applied in purpose and quasi-experimental in design, using a pretest-posttest control
group design with a follow-up assessment. The statistical population consisted of adolescents aged 15 to 18
years living in Tehran during the 1404-1405 academic year who showed elevated symptoms of depression and
sexual conflict during initial screening. A total of 40 eligible adolescents were selected through convenience
sampling from adolescents referred to counseling and psychological service centers in Tehran. After eligibility
was confirmed, participants were randomly assigned to an experimental group and a control group, with 20
participants in each group.

The main inclusion criteria were being between 15 and 18 years of age, residing in Tehran, obtaining scores
above the predetermined screening threshold for depression, reporting a meaningful level of sexual conflict on
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the study measure, providing informed assent, obtaining written parental or legal guardian consent, and being
able to attend intervention sessions regularly. Exclusion criteria included severe psychiatric conditions
requiring immediate treatment, serious risk of self-harm or suicide, major changes in psychiatric medication
during the study, participation in another structured psychotherapy program, absence from more than two
intervention sessions, and failure to complete study measures.

Depression was assessed using the Beck Depression Inventory-Il, a 21-item self-report instrument measuring
cognitive, affective, motivational, and somatic symptoms of depression. Each item is rated from 0 to 3,
producing a total score ranging from 0 to 63, with higher scores indicating more severe depressive symptoms.
Sexual conflict was assessed using an adolescent-appropriate sexual conflict questionnaire designed to
evaluate cognitive, emotional, and attitudinal conflict related to sexual development, including shame, guilt,
confusion, discomfort with pubertal changes, and conflict between internal experiences and perceived personal
or social expectations. Higher scores indicated greater sexual conflict.

The experimental group received ACT in eight weekly group sessions, each lasting approximately 90 minutes.
The intervention included psychoeducation about psychological flexibility and experiential avoidance,
acceptance of unpleasant internal experiences, cognitive defusion, mindfulness and present-moment
awareness, self-as-context, values clarification, and committed action. Exercises, metaphors, experiential
techniques, and homework assignments were used throughout the intervention. The control group received no
structured psychological intervention during the study period. Both groups completed the outcome measures
at pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 27. Descriptive statistics included means, standard deviations,
frequencies, and percentages. Assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variances, and sphericity were
assessed before inferential analysis. Mixed analysis of variance with repeated measures was used to evaluate
changes across time and differences between groups. Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons were used for
follow-up analyses, and partial eta squared was reported as the effect size index. Statistical significance was
set at 0.05.

Findings

The final analysis included 40 adolescents, with 20 participants in the experimental group and 20 in the control
group. The mean age was 16.45 years in the experimental group and 16.55 years in the control group. The two
groups were comparable in age, gender distribution, and school grade.

For depression, the experimental group had a mean pretest score of 28.65 with a standard deviation of 5.74.
This score decreased to 16.40 + 4.91 at posttest and remained relatively stable at 17.15 + 5.02 during follow-
up. In contrast, the control group showed minimal change, with mean depression scores of 27.90 + 5.56 at
pretest, 27.10 + 5.48 at posttest, and 26.80 + 5.61 at follow-up.

The mixed repeated-measures analysis showed a significant main effect of time on depression, F=72.61,
p<0.001, partial n?=0.657. The main effect of group was also significant, F=31.87, p<0.001, partial 1*=0.456.
Most importantly, the time x group interaction was statistically significant, F=62.09, p<0.001, partial 1>=0.620,
indicating that the pattern of change in depression differed significantly between the experimental and control
groups. Bonferroni-adjusted comparisons showed that depression scores in the experimental group were
significantly lower at posttest than at pretest, p<0.001, and remained significantly lower at follow-up than at
pretest, p<0.001. The difference between posttest and follow-up was not statistically significant, p=0.418,
suggesting maintenance of treatment gains. No significant within-group changes were observed in the control
group.

For sexual conflict, the experimental group had a mean pretest score of 68.75 + 8.94, which decreased to 49.20
+ 8.15 at posttest and remained relatively stable at 50.35 £ 8.41 during follow-up. In the control group, mean
scores were 67.90 £ 9.10 at pretest, 66.85 + 8.96 at posttest, and 66.30 + 9.02 at follow-up.
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The mixed analysis also showed a significant main effect of time on sexual conflict, F=84.79, p<0.001, partial
n?=0.691, as well as a significant main effect of group, F=28.94, p<0.001, partial n?>=0.432. The time X group
interaction was significant, F=74.37, p<0.001, partial 1>=0.662. Pairwise comparisons showed that sexual
conflict scores in the experimental group decreased significantly from pretest to posttest, p<0.001, and from
pretest to follow-up, p<0.001. The posttest-follow-up difference was not statistically significant, p=0.372,
indicating relative stability of the intervention effect. No statistically significant changes were observed across
the three assessment points in the control group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy was effective in reducing both
depression and sexual conflict among adolescents. The substantial reduction in depressive symptoms in the
experimental group, together with the absence of meaningful change in the control group, indicates that the
observed improvement was associated with the intervention rather than the passage of time alone. The
maintenance of lower depression scores during follow-up further suggests that the skills developed through
ACT continued to influence participants after the formal treatment sessions had ended.

The reduction in depression can be understood through the central processes of psychological flexibility.
Depressed adolescents are often strongly fused with negative self-evaluations, pessimistic thoughts, and
feelings of hopelessness. They may also engage in experiential avoidance, withdrawing from situations that
evoke discomfort and thereby reducing opportunities for rewarding or meaningful experiences. ACT does not
attempt to eliminate these thoughts and emotions directly. Instead, it helps adolescents observe thoughts as
mental events, make room for difficult feelings, and continue engaging in value-consistent behavior despite
emotional discomfort. Such changes may weaken the cycle of avoidance, inactivity, rumination, and negative
self-evaluation that often maintains depressive symptoms.

The significant reduction in sexual conflict is also clinically meaningful. Adolescents who experience sexual
conflict may struggle with shame, guilt, confusion, concerns about bodily changes, or fear that certain thoughts
and feelings define who they are. ACT may be useful in this context because it separates internal experience
from identity and behavior. Through cognitive defusion, adolescents can learn that having an uncomfortable
or confusing thought does not require acting on it and does not necessarily define their character. Acceptance
also reduces the need to suppress or control unwanted internal experiences, while values clarification provides
a framework for making responsible and personally meaningful decisions.

The stability of the intervention effects during follow-up suggests that ACT may have provided participants
with transferable skills rather than only short-term symptom relief. Mindfulness, acceptance, defusion, and
values-based action can be practiced outside the therapy setting and applied to changing circumstances. This
is especially important during adolescence, when emotional and interpersonal demands are likely to continue
evolving.

The findings also suggest that a transdiagnostic intervention may be useful when emotional difficulties and
developmentally sensitive concerns occur simultaneously. Depression and sexual conflict may share
underlying mechanisms such as experiential avoidance, rigid self-judgment, rumination, and difficulty
tolerating emotional discomfort. By targeting these common psychological processes, ACT may influence
multiple outcomes at the same time.

In conclusion, the present study showed that an eight-session group-based Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy intervention significantly reduced depression and sexual conflict in adolescents in Tehran, and these
improvements were maintained during the two-month follow-up period. These findings support the potential
usefulness of ACT as a developmentally adaptable intervention for adolescents experiencing both emotio nal
distress and conflict related to sexual development. The results also highlight the importance of
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psychologically flexible, nonjudgmental, and values-oriented approaches when working with sensitive
developmental concerns in adolescence.
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