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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Reality Therapy and Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) on distress tolerance and anxiety sensitivity among male upper
secondary school students.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest—follow-up design with a
nonequivalent control group. The population consisted of male upper secondary students in
Sabzevar, from whom 45 participants were selected through one-stage cluster sampling and
randomly assigned to two experimental groups (Reality Therapy and ACT) and one control group
(15 participants per group). The Reality Therapy group received ten 90-minute sessions, while the
ACT group received eight 90-minute sessions; the control group received no intervention. Distress
Tolerance and Anxiety Sensitivity questionnaires were administered at pretest, posttest, and follow-
up stages. Data were analyzed using multivariate repeated-measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post
hoc tests.

Findings: The results indicated a significant main effect of time for both distress tolerance and
anxiety sensitivity (P<0.01). Participants in both intervention groups showed a significant increase
in distress tolerance and a significant decrease in anxiety sensitivity from pretest to posttest, with
effects maintained at follow-up. Neither the main effect of group membership nor the timexgroup
interaction was significant (P>0.05), indicating no statistically significant difference between the
two therapeutic approaches in terms of effectiveness.

Conclusion: Both Reality Therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy are effective
interventions for enhancing distress tolerance and reducing anxiety sensitivity in male upper
secondary students, with no significant difference observed between their levels of effectiveness.
Keywords: Reality Therapy; Acceptance and Commitment Therapy; Distress Tolerance; Anxiety
Sensitivity; Male Students
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Psychological distress has emerged as a central concern
in contemporary mental health research, particularly due to
its strong association with a wide range of emational,
cognitive, and behavioral problems across clinical and non-
clinical populations. Among the constructs closely linked to
psychological distress, distress tolerance and anxiety
sensitivity have received increasing scholarly attention as
transdiagnostic vulnerability factors. Distress tolerance
refers to an individual’s perceived or actual capacity to
endure negative emotional states without engaging in
maladaptive avoidance or impulsive behaviors, whereas
anxiety sensitivity involves the fear of anxiety-related
sensations based on beliefs that such sensations have
harmful physical, cognitive, or social consequences (Ebn-
Nasir & Khaleghipour, 2018; Forouzanfar et al., 2017).
Deficits in these constructs have been consistently
associated with heightened emotional dysregulation,
persistence of anxiety symptoms, and poorer psychosocial
functioning.

Recent advances in psychotherapy have emphasized
approaches that move beyond symptom suppression toward
fostering adaptive psychological processes. Within this
context, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), a
third-wave behavioral therapy, has demonstrated substantial
effectiveness in reducing psychological distress by
enhancing psychological flexibility, promoting acceptance
of internal experiences, and encouraging value-based action
(Jiang et al.,, 2024; Madani & Ebrahimzadeh, 2024).
Empirical studies across diverse populations—including
individuals with chronic medical conditions, mood
disorders, and substance use problems—have reported
significant improvements in distress tolerance and
reductions in anxiety sensitivity following ACT
interventions (Sarabadani et al., 2023; Sohrabnejad et al.,

2025). These outcomes are theoretically attributed to

mechanisms such as experiential acceptance, cognitive
defusion, and decreased experiential avoidance.

In parallel, Reality Therapy, grounded in Choice Theory,
represents a structured and pragmatic therapeutic approach
that focuses on personal responsibility, internal control, and
effective need fulfillment. Reality Therapy posits that
psychological distress arises largely from ineffective choices
and unmet basic needs, and that individuals can improve
emotional well-being by making more responsible and
reality-based behavioral choices. Prior research has
supported the efficacy of Reality Therapy in reducing
anxiety, rumination, and psychological distress, as well as in
enhancing distress tolerance across different populations
(Ebrahimi & Ebrahimi, 2021; Ghajari et al.,, 2020).
highlighted the
applicability of Reality Therapy in both face-to-face and

Furthermore, recent studies have
online formats, particularly in contexts characterized by
heightened stress and uncertainty (Asli Azad et al., 2021;
Manapour & Afkaneh, 2023).

Despite the growing body of literature supporting both
ACT and Reality Therapy, direct comparative studies
examining their relative effectiveness on key emotional
regulation constructs remain limited. Some comparative
investigations suggest that ACT and Reality Therapy yield
comparable outcomes in reducing anxiety sensitivity and
distress-related symptoms, despite their distinct theoretical
foundations (Sepas et al., 2022; Zaemi et al., 2023). Other
studies, however, indicate potential differences depending
on population characteristics, intervention format, and
targeted outcomes (Baniasadi et al., 2025; Yaghoubi et al.,
2026). Moreover, much of the existing research has focused
on adult or clinical samples, with fewer studies addressing
populations experiencing situational or developmental
stressors.

Given these gaps, there is a clear need for
methodologically rigorous research that directly compares
ACT and Reality Therapy with respect to distress tolerance

and anxiety sensitivity within a unified design. Such
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comparative evidence is essential not only for theoretical
refinement but also for informing evidence-based clinical
decision-making. Accordingly, the present study aimed to
compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy and Reality Therapy on distress tolerance and
anxiety sensitivity within the target population.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design
with pretest, posttest, and follow-up assessments, including
two experimental groups and one control group. Participants
were selected using a cluster sampling method from the
target population and were randomly assigned to one of three
groups: an Acceptance and Commitment Therapy group, a
Reality Therapy group, and a no-intervention control group.
Each experimental group consisted of an equal number of
participants, and group equivalence was assessed prior to
intervention.

The ACT intervention was delivered in structured
sessions focusing on acceptance, mindfulness, cognitive
defusion, values clarification, and committed action. The
Reality Therapy intervention followed a structured protocol
emphasizing personal responsibility, evaluation of current
behaviors, identification of basic needs, and planning for
effective behavioral change. Both interventions were
administered by trained facilitators over multiple sessions of
equal duration. The control group did not receive any
psychological intervention during the study period.

Data collection occurred at three time points: before the
intervention (pretest), immediately after the completion of
the intervention (posttest), and at a follow-up stage.
Standardized self-report instruments were used to measure
distress tolerance and anxiety sensitivity. Statistical analyses
were conducted using repeated-measures multivariate
analysis of variance, followed by post-hoc comparisons to
examine within-group and between-group changes over
time.

Findings

The results indicated a significant main effect of time for

both distress tolerance and anxiety sensitivity. Participants

in both the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy group and
the Reality Therapy group demonstrated a statistically
significant increase in distress tolerance from pretest to
posttest, and these improvements were maintained at the
follow-up assessment. In contrast, the control group showed
no meaningful change across the three measurement points.

Similarly, anxiety sensitivity scores significantly
decreased over time in both experimental groups. Posttest
and follow-up assessments revealed substantially lower
anxiety sensitivity levels compared to baseline, indicating
that both interventions were effective in reducing fear and
maladaptive interpretations of anxiety-related sensations.
The control group did not exhibit significant changes in
anxiety sensitivity across time.

Importantly, the interaction effect between time and
group membership was not statistically significant for either
outcome variable. This finding suggests that although both
therapeutic approaches were effective, there was no
significant difference between Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy and Reality Therapy in terms of the magnitude of
improvement in distress tolerance or reduction in anxiety
sensitivity. The stability of treatment effects at follow-up
further supported the durability of outcomes for both
interventions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that both
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Reality Therapy
are effective interventions for enhancing distress tolerance
and reducing anxiety sensitivity. The absence of a significant
difference between the two approaches suggests that, despite
their distinct theoretical orientations, both therapies may
operate through convergent change mechanisms that
promote adaptive emotional regulation. Increased awareness
of internal experiences, reduced avoidance, and enhanced
perceptions of control and agency may represent shared
therapeutic ~ processes  underlying  the  observed
improvements.

The maintenance of gains at follow-up indicates that the

benefits of both interventions are not merely short-term
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effects but reflect more enduring changes in how individuals
relate to distressing emotional states. This durability is
particularly ~ relevant ~ for interventions  targeting
transdiagnostic constructs, as improvements in distress
tolerance and anxiety sensitivity are likely to confer broader
protection against future psychological difficulties.

From a clinical perspective, these findings underscore the
value of flexibility in therapeutic choice. Given the
comparable effectiveness of ACT and Reality Therapy,
clinicians may base treatment selection on contextual factors
such as client preference, therapist expertise, cultural
considerations, and feasibility of implementation rather than

on presumed superiority of one approach over the other. The

results also support the integration of core elements from
both therapies in preventive and intervention programs
aimed at reducing psychological distress.

In conclusion, the present study contributes to the
growing evidence base supporting both Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy and Reality Therapy as effective
approaches for addressing key vulnerability factors
associated with psychological distress. By demonstrating
their comparable effectiveness, this research highlights the
importance of focusing on shared therapeutic principles and
outcomes rather than strict allegiance to a single theoretical
model.
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