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Abstract:

Objective: The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of existential psychotherapy in an online group
format on meaning reconstruction in grief and death anxiety among war survivors.

Methods and Materials: This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group.
The statistical population consisted of male and female war survivors aged 20 to 50 years residing in Tehran during
the first half of 2026. Thirty-two participants were selected using purposive sampling and randomly assigned into
experimental and control groups. The experimental group received existential psychotherapy in an online group
format based on the May and Yalom (1989) protocol in 10 sessions of 90 minutes over five weeks, while the control
group remained on a waiting list. Research instruments included the Grief Meaning Reconstruction Inventory
developed by Gillies et al. (2015) and the Templer Death Anxiety Scale (1970). Data were analyzed using
multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) and Bonferroni post-hoc tests in SPSS-28.

Findings: The findings demonstrated that existential psychotherapy in an online group format significantly
improved meaning reconstruction in grief and its components, including personal growth, reduction of emptiness
and meaninglessness, and valuing life (p<0.05). In addition, the intervention significantly reduced death anxiety,
pure death anxiety, and the general factor of death anxiety. The largest effect sizes were related to overall meaning
reconstruction in grief (n?p=0.21) and valuing life (1?p=0.20). However, no significant differences were found in
the components of continuing bonds, sense of peace, and fear of pain and surgery.

Conclusion: The results suggest that existential psychotherapy delivered through an online group format is an
effective intervention for enhancing meaning reconstruction in grief and reducing death anxiety among war
survivors. The accessibility of online psychological services may facilitate broader implementation of evidence-
based interventions for trauma-affected populations and improve mental health support for war survivors.
Keywords: Existential psychotherapy, online group therapy, meaning reconstruction in grief, death anxiety, war
survivors
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

War is among the most destructive human experiences,
affecting not only physical safety and social structures but
also the psychological and existential foundations of
survivors’ lives. Exposure to warfare, loss of loved ones,
repeated confrontation with death, and prolonged
uncertainty can lead to enduring psychological distress,
including post-traumatic stress symptoms, depression,
prolonged grief, existential emptiness, and death anxiety
(Chorna, 2025). Recent studies have emphasized that war
survivors often continue to experience emotional and
existential difficulties long after armed conflicts end,
particularly when traumatic bereavement is involved (Layne
et al.,, 2025). In such contexts, the ability to reconstruct
meaning after loss becomes a central psychological task.
Meaning reconstruction refers to the process through which
bereaved individuals reinterpret loss, restore continuity in
their worldview, and redefine personal values and goals after
experiencing grief (Neimeyer, 2019). According to the
model proposed by Gillies and colleagues, meaning
reconstruction includes dimensions such as continuing
bonds with the deceased, personal growth, a sense of peace,
reduction of emptiness and meaninglessness, and valuing
life (Gillies et al., 2015). Research on the Persian version of
the Grief Meaning Reconstruction Inventory has also
supported the psychometric adequacy of this construct
within Iranian populations (Fathi et al., 2024).

Another major psychological consequence of war
exposure is death anxiety. Death anxiety refers to emotional
and cognitive distress associated with awareness of mortality
and fear of personal annihilation (Templer, 1970).
Individuals exposed to warfare often experience heightened
death anxiety because death is no longer perceived as an
abstract possibility but as an immediate and realistic threat
(Maytles & Hamama-Raz, 2025). Studies have shown that
death anxiety during wartime is associated with uncertainty

intolerance, lack of meaning, existential insecurity, and

emotional exhaustion (Maytles & Hamama-Raz, 2025).
Furthermore, research conducted among vulnerable groups
such as veterans, older adults, and emergency healthcare
workers indicates that death anxiety is closely linked with
existential concerns and unmet spiritual or emotional needs
(Aghasi et al., 2025; Zare Golcheshmeh et al.). In Iranian
populations, the psychometric properties of the Templer
Death Anxiety Scale have also been confirmed (Sharif Nia et
al., 2016).

Existential theories propose that awareness of death is
one of the fundamental realities of human existence and that
individuals must construct meaning in order to cope with
existential anxiety (May & Yalom, 1989). From this
perspective, inability to rebuild meaning following traumatic
loss can intensify psychological distress and contribute to
complicated grief and chronic death anxiety (Hill, 2025).
Existential psychotherapy aims to help individuals confront
existential concerns such as death, freedom, isolation, and
meaninglessness in an authentic and constructive way
(Laengle, 2021). Rather than attempting to eliminate anxiety
completely, existential therapy seeks to transform existential
fear into greater self-awareness, responsibility, and
authenticity (Schnipke & MacKay, 2023). Several studies
have demonstrated the effectiveness of existential
psychotherapy in reducing death anxiety, improving
attitudes toward life, decreasing existential loneliness, and
increasing meaning in life (Ahmadi et al., 2024; Ghandehari
etal., 2023; Sarlaki et al., 2023). In addition, brief existential
interventions have been found effective in helping
individuals cope with severe life stressors and traumatic
experiences  (Biondi,  2025).  Online  existential
psychotherapy has also shown promise in reducing death-
related disturbances and improving psychological
adjustment in individuals recovering from traumatic
experiences (Alizadeh et al., 2021).

The increasing use of digital mental health interventions
has created new opportunities for delivering psychological

services to war-affected populations. Online interventions
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are especially valuable for individuals who face barriers to
attending in-person therapy due to geographic limitations,
social stigma, physical injuries, or limited mental health
infrastructure (Rajkumar et al., 2025). Systematic reviews
have highlighted the importance of accessible and evidence-
based interventions for war survivors and trauma-exposed
populations (Alkhalifah et al., 2026). Despite the growing
literature on existential psychotherapy and online
interventions, few studies have specifically examined the
effectiveness of online group existential psychotherapy on
meaning reconstruction in grief and death anxiety among
war survivors. Therefore, the present study aimed to
investigate the effectiveness of existential psychotherapy
delivered in an online group format on meaning
reconstruction in grief and death anxiety among war
survivors.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-
posttest design with a control group. The statistical
population consisted of adult male and female war survivors
aged 20 to 50 years residing in Tehran during the first half
of 2026. Inclusion criteria included experience of
bereavement caused by war, access to online communication
facilities, willingness to participate, and absence of
concurrent psychological treatment. Exclusion criteria
included severe psychiatric disorders requiring immediate
intervention, absence from more than two sessions, and
withdrawal from participation.

Participants  were recruited through electronic
announcements distributed via social media platforms and
local messaging channels. Forty-one individuals initially
volunteered to participate, of whom 32 met the inclusion
criteria after screening and telephone interviews.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling and
randomly assigned into experimental and control groups,
with 16 participants in each group.

The intervention consisted of existential psychotherapy
delivered in an online group format based on the protocol

developed by May and Yalom. The experimental group

participated in 10 sessions of 90 minutes over five weeks,
with two sessions per week, while the control group
remained on a waiting list and received no intervention
during the study period. The sessions focused on existential
themes including death, freedom, loneliness,
meaninglessness, personal responsibility, grief processing,
and meaning reconstruction. Therapeutic techniques
included Socratic dialogue, guided imagery, reflective
exercises, letter-writing to the deceased, existential
discussions, and group sharing experiences.

Data were collected using the Grief Meaning
Reconstruction Inventory and the Templer Death Anxiety
Scale during pretest and posttest stages. Statistical analyses
were conducted using SPSS version 28. Descriptive
statistics, independent t-tests, multivariate analysis of
covariance, and Bonferroni post-hoc tests were applied.
Assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variances, and
homogeneity of covariance matrices were examined before
inferential analyses.

Findings

The results demonstrated that existential psychotherapy
in an online group format significantly improved meaning
reconstruction in grief among war survivors. Participants in
the experimental group showed substantial increases in the
overall meaning reconstruction score compared to the
control group. Significant improvements were observed in
the components of personal growth, reduction of emptiness
and meaninglessness, and valuing life. However, no
statistically significant changes were found in the
components of continuing bonds and sense of peace.

The findings also indicated that the intervention
significantly reduced overall death anxiety in the
experimental group. Significant reductions were observed in
the dimensions of pure death anxiety and the general factor
associated with death-related concerns. In contrast, the
component related to fear of pain and surgery did not show
significant differences between the experimental and control

groups.
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Multivariate analysis of covariance revealed that the
intervention had moderate to strong effect sizes across
several dependent variables. The largest effects were
observed for overall meaning reconstruction and valuing
life, followed by personal growth and overall death anxiety.
The results of Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons further
confirmed that posttest adjusted means differed significantly
between the experimental and control groups for the major
outcome variables.

Overall, the findings indicated that online group
existential psychotherapy effectively enhanced adaptive
meaning-making processes and reduced existential distress
among war survivors exposed to traumatic bereavement.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study investigated the effectiveness of online
group existential psychotherapy on meaning reconstruction
in grief and death anxiety among war survivors. The findings
demonstrated that existential psychotherapy significantly
improved meaning reconstruction and reduced death anxiety
among participants exposed to war-related loss and trauma.
These findings suggest that existential psychotherapy may
provide an effective framework for helping war survivors
confront existential concerns and reconstruct meaning
following traumatic bereavement.

One of the most important findings was the improvement
in meaning reconstruction among participants in the
experimental group. War-related bereavement often disrupts
fundamental assumptions about safety, justice, identity, and
the predictability of life. Through existential psychotherapy,
participants were encouraged to confront painful realities
directly instead of avoiding them. Group discussions,
reflective exercises, and therapeutic exploration of grief
allowed participants to reinterpret their losses and rebuild
continuity in their personal narratives. This process likely
contributed to increased personal growth and greater
appreciation of life experiences.

The reduction in emptiness and meaninglessness can also
be understood within the existential framework. Existential

psychotherapy emphasizes that suffering cannot always be

eliminated, but individuals can choose how they relate to
suffering and whether they are able to derive meaning from
painful experiences. The therapeutic process appeared to
help participants shift from passive helplessness toward
greater existential responsibility and self-awareness. By
discussing mortality openly and exploring personal values,
participants may have developed a stronger sense of purpose
and authenticity.

The significant reduction in death anxiety further
supports the relevance of existential interventions for
trauma-exposed populations. War survivors frequently
experience heightened awareness of mortality and fear of
future loss. In the present study, therapeutic exposure to
existential themes likely reduced avoidance of death-related
thoughts and enabled participants to engage with mortality
in a more accepting and less threatening manner. The group
setting may also have normalized existential fears and
reduced feelings of isolation by allowing participants to
recognize shared experiences of grief and anxiety.

The online format of the intervention may have
contributed positively to treatment accessibility and
engagement. Online psychotherapy can overcome many
barriers that prevent trauma survivors from accessing mental
health services, including transportation limitations, social
stigma, physical disabilities, and lack of local therapeutic
resources. The group-based online environment also created
opportunities for emotional support, empathy, and collective
meaning-making among participants.

Despite the positive findings, some components,
including continuing bonds, sense of peace, and fear of pain
and surgery, did not show significant changes. These
dimensions may require longer therapeutic exposure or more
specialized interventions. Continuing bonds with the
deceased and achieving inner peace are often gradual
psychological processes that may continue evolving over
extended periods beyond the duration of short-term
interventions.

In conclusion, the findings of the present study indicate

that online group existential psychotherapy is an effective
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intervention for improving meaning reconstruction in grief
and reducing death anxiety among war survivors. The
intervention provided participants with opportunities to
confront existential concerns, reconstruct personal meaning,
and develop healthier psychological responses to traumatic

loss. Given the increasing need for accessible mental health

services for war-affected populations, online existential
psychotherapy may represent a valuable and evidence-based
therapeutic approach for promoting psychological recovery
and existential resilience among survivors of war-related

trauma.
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