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The aim of the present study was to determine the effectiveness of Reality
Therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) on the psychological
flexibility of elderly individuals attending rehabilitation centers. The research
method was quasi-experimental, using a pretest-posttest-follow-up design with
a control group. The statistical population consisted of all elderly individuals
who attended day rehabilitation centers in Tehran during the first half of 2024.
From this population, 90 individuals who met the inclusion and exclusion
criteria were purposefully selected and randomly assigned through a lottery
method to three groups of 30 people: two experimental groups (Reality Therapy
and ACT) and one control group. Participants completed the Cognitive
Flexibility Inventory developed by Dennis and Vander Wal (2010) during the
pretest, posttest, and follow-up phases. The Reality Therapy protocol, based on
the principles of Glasser’s Reality Therapy (2003), was administered over eight
90-minute sessions across two months. The ACT protocol, adapted from the
principles of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy by Hayes et al. (2012), was
also conducted in eight 90-minute sessions over the same period. The research
data were analyzed using repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA).
The results revealed significant differences between the Reality Therapy and
ACT groups compared to the control group at both the posttest and follow-up
stages (p < .05), indicating the effectiveness of both therapeutic approaches in
enhancing psychological flexibility. Furthermore, a significant difference was
observed between the two experimental groups at both the posttest and follow-
up stages (p <.05), and the comparison of means suggested greater effectiveness
of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Aging is a natural developmental process marked by physical, psychological, and social
transformations that can challenge an individual's adaptive capacity (de Almeida Roediger et al., 2019;
Pruchno, 2021). As the global population rapidly ages, projections indicate that the number of individuals
over 65 will double within the next four decades (Fotoukian et al., 2013). While the onset of old age is
defined differently across contexts—from mid-40s in some nations to 70s in others—it consistently entails
a range of losses that can impair well-being (Curto et al., 2019). Cognitive flexibility, a key executive
function involving adaptive thought patterns and behavioral adjustments in changing circumstances,
declines with age and becomes crucial in determining psychological health in older adults (Moini et al.,
2023; Tootak & Abedanzadeh, 2021). It allows for perspective shifts, tolerance for ambiguity, and the ability
to disengage from unproductive cognitive sets (Dajani & Uddin, 2015; Entezari et al., 2018)—a capacity
significantly linked to resilience and stress management (Ghiasabadi Farahani, 2021; Ota et al., 2020; Ram et
al., 2019).

In the context of geriatric mental health, therapeutic approaches that enhance psychological
flexibility are increasingly important. Reality Therapy (RT), rooted in Glasser’s choice theory, emphasizes
internal control, accountability, and fulfilling five basic human needs: love and belonging, power,
freedom, fun, and survival (Glasser, 2003; Shishefar, 2017). RT encourages individuals to confront their
ineffective behaviors and adopt responsible alternatives, which can lead to greater psychological well-
being and satisfaction (Habibi et al., 2018). In parallel, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)—a
third-wave behavioral approach—targets psychological inflexibility through mindfulness, cognitive
defusion, and value-driven action (Klimczak & Levin, 2023; Mottaghi et al., 2022). ACT's foundation in
Relational Frame Theory facilitates openness to internal experiences, counteracting cognitive fusion and
experiential avoidance (Falletta-Cowden & Hayes, 2022).

Empirical evidence supports the use of RT and ACT in various populations to foster psychological
flexibility. For instance, RT has been linked to enhanced self-regulation and positive self-image through
restructuring mental representations (Mazaheri Tehrani et al., 2022), while ACT interventions have
effectively reduced rigidity and distress in student and clinical samples (Hsu et al., 2023; Oraki, 2018).
Studies comparing these approaches among women with chronic conditions, such as multiple sclerosis
and diabetes, suggest ACT may offer more sustained benefits due to its emphasis on present-moment
awareness and committed action (Sepas, 2022; Zandi et al., 2023). Given the limited research on elderly
populations in this context, the present study aims to evaluate and compare the effectiveness of RT and
ACT on psychological flexibility in older adults attending day rehabilitation centers in Tehran.

Methods and Materials

This quasi-experimental study utilized a pretest-posttest-follow-up design with a control group.
The statistical population comprised elderly individuals attending Tehran's day rehabilitation centers in
early 2024. From this group, 90 participants meeting inclusion criteria (aged 65-80, literate, low baseline
scores on flexibility and social adjustment scales) were selected through purposive sampling. They were
randomly assigned to three groups of 30: Reality Therapy, ACT, and control. The Cognitive Flexibility
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Inventory (Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010), which includes two subscales—Alternatives and Control—was
administered at all three time points.

Reality Therapy was conducted based on Glasser’s model over eight 90-minute weekly sessions.
Core components included identifying needs, evaluating behaviors, developing responsibility, and
practicing decision-making and relaxation strategies. The ACT protocol, derived from Hayes et al. (2012),
also consisted of eight 90-minute sessions emphasizing acceptance, mindfulness, value clarification, and
committed action. Both interventions spanned two months. Data analysis was conducted using repeated
measures ANOVA, with follow-up Bonferroni tests and appropriate checks for statistical assumptions.
Ethical guidelines were strictly followed, and informed consent was obtained from all participants.

Findings and Results

Demographically, the majority of participants in all three groups were male, with most aged
between 65-75 years and possessing elementary education. Repeated measures ANOVA revealed
significant time effects on psychological flexibility scores in both intervention groups (p < .001), with
effect sizes exceeding n? = .98, indicating large effects. Interaction effects between time and group were
also statistically significant (p < .001), demonstrating that changes over time differed between
experimental and control groups.

Pairwise comparisons showed no significant difference between groups at the pretest stage (p >
.05), affirming baseline equivalence. At posttest and follow-up, however, both Reality Therapy and ACT
groups exhibited significantly higher psychological flexibility compared to the control group (p < .001).
Furthermore, ACT was significantly more effective than Reality Therapy at both posttest and follow-up
(p < .001), suggesting a stronger impact of ACT on enhancing psychological flexibility in elderly
participants.

Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the effectiveness of both Reality Therapy and ACT in
improving psychological flexibility among older adults, with ACT showing superior outcomes. The
enhancement in flexibility through Reality Therapy can be attributed to its focus on empowering
individuals to recognize their control over behavior and decision-making. This aligns with the theoretical
assumption that psychological distress often arises from ineffective choices made in the quest to fulfill
unmet needs. By re-evaluating desires and behavior, individuals can replace maladaptive patterns with
more functional responses, leading to greater life satisfaction and resilience.

These outcomes corroborate prior research emphasizing the utility of Reality Therapy in
promoting self-responsibility and reducing external blame, thereby enhancing adaptive coping. The
approach’s stress on internal control and behavior change equips older adults with practical skills for
addressing emotional and cognitive rigidity, which often accompanies aging. The observed improvements
support Glasser’s choice theory, which posits that behavior change follows from personal choice and
accountability, fostering a more satisfying and autonomous life.

The greater efficacy of ACT may stem from its dual emphasis on acceptance and mindfulness.
Unlike traditional cognitive interventions that aim to alter thought content, ACT encourages individuals



to embrace internal experiences without resistance, thereby diminishing the struggle against distress. This
open, nonjudgmental stance allows for more flexible psychological functioning. Moreover, ACT’s
integration of value-driven behavior appears particularly relevant to elderly individuals navigating
existential challenges and role transitions. By aligning actions with deeply held personal values,
participants likely experienced increased coherence and meaning in life, contributing to enhanced
psychological flexibility.

Furthermore, ACT's unique use of metaphors and experiential exercises may have facilitated
deeper insight and commitment to behavioral change. The emphasis on defusion and present-focused
awareness likely supported participants in distancing themselves from rigid cognitive patterns. The
capacity to tolerate discomfort and reframe experiences could explain the robust post-intervention gains.
These mechanisms are especially pertinent for older adults dealing with physical limitations, loss, and
identity shifts. Through ACT, participants may have developed a greater capacity for psychological
adaptation, enabling them to construct a life worth living despite adversity.

In summary, both Reality Therapy and ACT proved effective in improving psychological
flexibility in elderly clients, with ACT demonstrating a comparatively greater impact. These results
highlight the value of incorporating structured, evidence-based therapeutic interventions in geriatric
mental health services. By fostering adaptability, emotional openness, and purposeful engagement, such
approaches can significantly enhance the well-being and quality of life of aging populations.
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