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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 psychological
flexibility and social adjustment in older adults attending day rehabilitation
centers in Tehran. The research method was quasi-experimental with a pretest-
posttest-follow-up design and a control group. The statistical population of this
study included all older adults attending day rehabilitation centers in Tehran in
the first half of 2024, among whom 90 individuals were selected using
purposive sampling according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria. They were
randomly and by lottery assigned into three groups of 30: two experimental
groups (Reality Therapy and ACT) and one control group. Participants
responded to the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010)
and the short version of Bell’s Adjustment Inventory (Bell, 1939) in pretest,
posttest, and follow-up phases. The Reality Therapy protocol was based on
Glasser’s (2003) principles of Reality Therapy and was conducted in eight 90-
minute sessions over two months. The ACT protocol was based on the
principles of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy 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 showed that
in both posttest and follow-up phases, there was a significant difference between
the Reality Therapy and ACT groups compared to the control group (P <.05),
indicating the impact of both treatments on improving psychological flexibility
and social adjustment. Furthermore, in both posttest and follow-up phases, there
was a significant difference between the two experimental groups (P <.05), with
mean comparisons showing that ACT was more effective in increasing
psychological flexibility. In both posttest and follow-up phases, there was also
a significant difference between the two groups (P < .05), with mean
comparisons showing that Reality Therapy was more effective in improving
social adjustment.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Aging, as a universal biological process, is accompanied by cognitive, emotional, and social
changes that challenge individuals’ adaptive capacities in later life stages (de Almeida Roediger et al., 2019;
Pruchno, 2021). With projections indicating a doubling of the global population over 65 within the next
four decades, the demand for effective psychological and social interventions is becoming critical
(Fotoukian et al., 2013). Cognitive flexibility, defined as an individual's ability to shift cognitive sets in
response to changing environmental demands, often diminishes with age (Dajani & Uddin, 2015; Entezari
et al., 2018; Tootak & Abedanzadeh, 2021), though it remains vital for mental resilience and psychosocial
functioning (Ghiasabadi Farahani, 2021; Ota et al., 2020; Ram et al., 2019). Similarly, social adjustment,
involving effective emotional and behavioral adaptation to one’s social environment, is a vital determinant
of quality of life among the elderly, particularly those managing chronic conditions (Chan, 2009).

Recent therapeutic models, including Reality Therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT), have gained traction for addressing these age-related psychological vulnerabilities. Reality
Therapy, grounded in Glasser’s Choice Theory, emphasizes personal responsibility, internal control, and
value-based behavior change to enhance psychological functioning (Glasser, 2003; Habibi et al., 2018;
Shishefar, 2017). It enables older adults to recognize their needs and enact behaviors aligned with fulfilling
those needs constructively. On the other hand, ACT, a third-wave behavioral therapy, aims to foster
psychological flexibility through mindfulness and value-driven action, counteracting experiential
avoidance and cognitive fusion (Falletta-Cowden & Hayes, 2022; Klimczak & Levin, 2023; Mottaghi et al.,
2022). This dual focus on acceptance and commitment has demonstrated efficacy in enhancing well-being
and adaptive behavior in elderly populations (Hsu et al., 2023; Mazaheri Tehrani et al., 2022; Oraki, 2018).

Empirical comparisons of these two approaches are limited, particularly in geriatric populations.
Prior studies report improvements in flexibility and self-care behavior among elderly participants through
both therapies (Behzadi et al., 2021; Sepas, 2022; Zandi et al., 2023), but with nuanced differences in domain-
specific outcomes. This study aims to assess and compare the effectiveness of Reality Therapy and ACT
on psychological flexibility and social adjustment in older adults attending day rehabilitation centers in
Tehran.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and two-month follow-
up stages across three groups: two experimental groups (Reality Therapy and ACT) and one control group.
Ninety older adults aged 65—80, meeting specific inclusion criteria (literacy, low scores in flexibility and
adjustment, willingness to participate), were selected via purposive sampling and randomly allocated into
groups of thirty. Interventions were administered across eight 90-minute weekly sessions over two
months. Measurement tools included the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (CFI) and the short-form Bell
Adjustment Inventory. Data analysis was performed using SPSS-27 with repeated measures ANOVA,
Bonferroni post hoc tests, and necessary assumption tests.
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Findings and Results

Results revealed significant demographic similarities across the three groups in terms of gender,
age, and education level. Statistical analyses confirmed that both Reality Therapy and ACT led to
substantial improvements in psychological flexibility from pre-test to post-test and maintained these
effects during follow-up. The effect sizes for time and interaction effects were notably large in both
treatment conditions (n? = .982 for Reality Therapy and .984 for ACT), indicating robust intervention
effects. Pairwise comparisons indicated no significant differences among groups at pre-test; however,
post-test and follow-up scores revealed that both treatments significantly outperformed the control group
(p <.001). Notably, ACT was more effective than Reality Therapy in enhancing psychological flexibility
at both post-test and follow-up (p <.001).

Regarding social adjustment, both interventions yielded significant within-group and between-
group improvements over time (n? =.961 for Reality Therapy and .929 for ACT). Pairwise comparisons
again showed no initial group differences, but significant improvements for both treatment groups versus
control were evident at post-test and follow-up (p < .001). Importantly, Reality Therapy demonstrated
greater efficacy than ACT in improving social adjustment across both assessment points (p <.001).

Conclusion

The findings underscore the effectiveness of both Reality Therapy and Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy in enhancing psychological flexibility and social adjustment among older adults.
ACT was superior in promoting psychological flexibility, likely due to its emphasis on experiential
acceptance, mindfulness, and values-based action, which enable clients to adopt more adaptive coping
strategies in the face of negative internal experiences. Its structured approach to value clarification and
committed action may explain its substantial impact on psychological processes underlying flexibility.

Conversely, Reality Therapy was more effective in fostering social adjustment, possibly due to its
focus on responsibility, interpersonal choice, and present-moment behavioral accountability. The
therapy's emphasis on constructing effective relationships and satisfying five basic psychological needs—
love/belonging, power, freedom, fun, and survival—may have empowered participants to navigate social
environments more constructively. The structure of the protocol, including personal responsibility and
action planning, likely enhanced their competence in social interactions and community involvement.

These findings affirm previous evidence supporting both treatments in improving psychological
functioning and coping capacity in aging populations. They also offer important clinical insights: that
tailored interventions addressing both intrapersonal flexibility and interpersonal adaptability can
significantly enhance elderly individuals’ psychosocial well-being. Incorporating such therapies into
geriatric mental health services could thus play a critical role in promoting successful aging and reducing
the burden of psychosocial dysfunction. Future research may explore long-term effects and extend such
interventions to diverse settings to evaluate broader applicability.
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