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ABSTRACT

Background and objectives: The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic is one of the
most important healthcare and social challenges. The aim of this study was to evaluate the effect
of acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) on depression and quality of life among women
with chronic pain during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown.

Methods: This study had a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group. The
study included 35 women with chronic pain who were randomly divided into an experimental
group (n=18) and a control group (n=17). The experimental group received six sessions of
weekly treatment based on the ACT matrix. All participants completed the Beck Depression
Inventory (BDI-II) and the World Health Organization Quality of Life Questionnaire
(WHOQOL-BREF) in pretest and posttest. Collected data were analyzed with SPSS (version 23)
using descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviation), analysis of covariance (ANCOVA),
independent t-test, and the Levene's test. A p-value less than 0.05 was considered statistically
significant.

Results: The weekly ACT treatment significantly reduced depression (F=8.72, p=0.01) and
significantly increased quality of life (F=11.24, p=0.01).

Conclusion: Group psychotherapy based on the ACT matrix can significantly reduce depression
and increase quality of life among women with chronic pain during the COVID-19 pandemic
lockdown.
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INTRODUCTION

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)
spread throughout China at the end of
December 2019, causing significant public
health threats worldwide. By March 2020,
nearly all countries around the world,
including Iran, were affected by the
COVID-19 pandemic (1). In a study during
the early phase of the pandemic in China,
53.8% of the respondents rated the
psychological impact of the outbreak as
moderate or severe (2). Furthermore, reports
have indicated an increase in prevalence of
anxiety, depression, and stress as well as a
rise in suicide rates during the pandemic (3).
Indeed, people who suffer from chronic pain
may be particularly vulnerable to COVID-
19 and its complications (4). Because of the
COVID-19 pandemic, healthcare delivery
has changed to protect patients and staff,
and resources have been redirected for acute
needs. There is inevitably a disruption of
health-related treatments that many consider
non-urgent, such as pain management (5). A
study demonstrated that individuals with
chronic pain are more adversely affected by
lockdown conditions compared to pain-free
individuals. Therefore, there is a need for
providing appropriate care to patients with
chronic pain in this period (5).

The current COVID-19 pandemic would
have far greater, broader, and more
troubling effects than an infection simply
caused by somatic factors, with profound
effects on people's perceived quality of life
(6). According to a study, having a medical
or psychiatric condition, being unemployed,
or living in a hostile environment, as well as
sex are significantly associated with quality
of life (7). Furthermore, a large study from
Italy by Rossi et al. (8) found that people
who had experienced a lockdown for four
weeks have higher levels of anxiety and
depression (8).

Remote technologies have the potential to
deliver pain psychology education, which is
effective in alleviating pain catastrophizing
(9). Studies suggest the need for accurate
and timely assessment of the magnitude of
mental health outcomes in the general
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population exposed to COVID-19, with a
particular focus on early prevention and
intervention strategies for those at higher
risk. Acceptance and commitment therapy
(ACT) is a well-established, third-wave
therapy based on the relational frame theory.
A central concept of ACT is that
psychological inflexibility is the source of
psychological and emotional suffering. A
primary purpose of ACT is to increase
psychological flexibility, which is defined as
the ability to contact the present moment
more fully, "as it is" and not "as it claims to
be", changing or persisting with behavior
according to values (10). This approach to
therapy has several advantages over other
psychotherapy approaches, including taking
into account both cognitive and motivational
aspects to achieve longer-lasting results
(12). 1t has been shown that ACT reduces
depression, stress, and anxiety, and
improves the quality of life. The degree of
acceptance is related to greater involvement
in personal affairs, reduction of confusion
and disability, and improvement of
psychological well-being (12).

As mentioned earlier, the COVID-19
pandemic substantially affects those living
with chronic pain. This requires efforts to
adapt treatment and care strategies (6,8). To
the best of our knowledge, no study has yet
analyzed the effects of COVID-19 on
depression levels and quality of life of
women with chronic pain during lockdowns.
The present study assessed the impact of
ACT on depression and quality of life
among lranian women with chronic pain
during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study design

A quasi-experimental design was used in
this controlled trial. The study was based on
the CONSORT guideline and included all
women with chronic pain who had been
referred to the Tavana Pain Clinic in Shiraz
(Iran) from 2020 to 2021. The subjects were
selected through purposive  sampling
according to inclusion and exclusion criteria
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and then randomly assigned to an
experiment group (n=18) and a control
group (n=17).

The inclusion criteria were being a woman
with chronic pain based on a chronic pain
rating questionnaire (2-MPQ-SF), having
depression according to the Beck
Depression Inventory Second Edition (BDI-
I1), age of 21 years and older, having pain
for more than six months, and access to a
computer with Internet and a cell phone.
The exclusion criteria included not receiving
any psychotropic medication or psychiatric
treatment for six months, unwillingness to
participate in the study, being diagnosed
with mental disorders other than depression,
severe  psychotic  disorders, alcohol
addiction, and missing two days of the
training (Table 1). According to a study by
Waller et al., sample size of 35 was
calculated using G*Power (13).

Data collection

Data were collected using an electronic
survey that took about 10-20 minutes to
complete. We utilized Google Forms to
design the online questionnaire and
distributed it via various social media
platforms (WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger,
and Shad) so that only those who met the
inclusion criteria could participate. Consent
was taken from the participants after

explaining the research objectives. During
the study period, 300 Beck Depression
Inventory questionnaires were sent, and 243
responses were received. After considering
demographic variables and the inclusion and
exclusion criteria, 97 people were assessed
for eligibility in the CONSORT model
(Figurel). Finally, 35 people were randomly
assigned to an experimental group and a
control group. After identifying individuals
by creating a WhatsApp group, the ACT
matrix interventions training (15) was held
by the first author every Friday for six
weeks. After the end of the study period, the
control subjects also received two ACT
sessions. The sociodemographic
questionnaire, Beck Depression Inventory
(BDI-IT), and the Quality of Life
Questionnaire  (BREF-WHOQOL) were
completed via interviews. Data were
analyzed with SPSS (version 23) using
descriptive statistics (mean and standard
deviation), the Levene's test, independent t-
test, and analysis of covariance (ANCOVA).
A p-value less than 0.05 was considered
statistically significant. To evaluate the
effectiveness of the ACT matrix on
depression and quality of life of women with
chronic pain, the pre and post-test scores in
both groups were calculated and then
subjected to the Levene's test and analysis of
covariance

Table 1. Content of the Treatment Sessions

Acceptance and commitment treatment with the matrix method

Session 1: Introducing the matrix and drawing it as an observer while paying
attention to the five senses and mental experiences.

Session 2: Evaluating the long-term effectiveness of avoidance measures, score

actions, and introducing a vicious cycle.

Session 3: Identification of attention problems and controlling internal events, the
introduction of thieves' attention hooks, and completion of a hooks worksheet.
Session 4: Teaching verbal aikido, accepting unpleasant thoughts, and avoiding

conflict.

Session 5: Introducing self-compassion, writing a self-compassion letter, and

growing self-compassionately.

Session 6: Learning how to control the power of vision by writing a letter from the

future itself.
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Assessed for eligibility(n=97)
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Excluded(n=51)

Randomized (n=51)

Not meeting the inclusion criteria(n=36)
Declined to participate(n=15)

groups(n=18)

Allocated to the intervention Allocated to the waiting list(n=17)

Declined to participate(n=6)

— Analyzed(n=18)

Analyzed(n=17)

Figurel. The CONSORT diagram

Structured Clinical Interview for Axis
Disorders (11-SCID)

This interview was conducted as described
previously (14). In a study conducted by
Sharifi et al. (2004) in Iran, the content and
face validity of the Persian version was
confirmed by three professors of clinical
psychology. Its reliability during a week was
0.95 according to the test-retest (15). The
internal consistency was calculated to be
0.85 in the present study.

Chronic Pain Rating Questionnaire (2-
MPQ-SF)

This questionnaire was developed by
Malzak and has twenty sets of phrases. The
guestionnaire measures people's perception
of pain from four different dimensions:
sensory perceptions of pain, emotional
perceptions of pain, perception of pain
evaluations, and a variety of pains (16). The
alpha coefficient for all dimensions was
between 0.83 and 0.87. The sum of the

patient's total pain scores was equal to the
total score obtained from all sets of pain in
different dimensions (17).

The Beck Depression Inventory-11 (BDI-
)

This self-report questionnaire includes 21
items that measure the severity of
depression (18). Each item reflects one of
the symptoms of depression and is scored
based on a 4-point Likert scale. It requires 5
to 10 minutes to complete and is suitable for
people above 13 years old. The total score
ranges from O to 63. Scores of 0-13, 14-19,
20-28, and 29-63 indicate no or minimal
depression, mild depression, moderate
depression, and severe depression. A score
of less than 4 can indicate a possible denial
of depression, pretending good and usual,
even for healthy people. The cut-off point of
18 can diagnose approximately 92% of
patients with severe depression (19).



Journal of Clinical and Basic Research (JCBR), 2022, Volume 6, Number 1 41

The Quality of Life
(BREF-WHOQOL)

This questionnaire is a short form of a 100-

item questionnaire that includes 26
questions and assesses both physical and
mental health. The validity of this
instrument was evaluated and reported as
acceptable using two methods of differential
validity and structural validity (20). The
Cronbach's alpha was above 70% in all
aspects except social relations, where the
alpha was 0.55, which indicates a good and
acceptable level of validity and reliability
for Iranians (21).

Questionnaire

RESULTS

The mean age of subjects in the ACT
matrix group and the control group was
31.30+£8.43 years and 30.40+6.60 years,
respectively. The frequency of single

individuals in the experimental group and
the control group was 55.7% and 63.3%,
respectively.

Based on the results of the independent t-
test, there was no significant difference in
the pretest scores of depression and quality
of life between the two study groups
(p>0.05). In the pretest, the mean scores of
depression and quality of life did not differ
significantly between the study groups
(Table 2). However, the mean scores of
depression and quality of life differed
significantly between the two groups in the
posttest (p<0.01). In fact, the mean
depression scores decreased significantly in
the experimental group compared with the
control group (p=0.01). Moreover, the mean
scores of quality of life increased
significantly after the intervention compared
with  the control group (p=0.01).

Table 2. Mean scores of depression and quality of life in the intervention and control groups

Variable = Groups Statistical index
Pretest ACT
Depression Control
Posttest ACT
Control
Pretest ACT
Control
Quality of  Posttest ACT
life Control

DISCUSSION

To the best of our knowledge, this study is
the first to investigate the effects of ACT on
depression and quality of life among women
with chronic pain during the COVID-19
pandemic lockdown. The findings of this
study are consistent with numerous studies
(9, 10, 12).

As mentioned earlier, ACT is a behavior
change method, which is explicitly oriented
toward the development of greater
psychological flexibility (22, 23). Although
much of the early ACT interventions
targeted mental health, from the beginning,

Mean test-t p
+standard
deviation
27.73+10.52 0.435 0.812
26.53+£10.73
20.60+£10.23 8.721 0.01
32.80+12.36
77.57+10.44  1.527 0.091
71.33+£8.52
86.77+8.42 11.245 0.01
70.55+10.28

there was also a focus on health behavior
change and that interest has grown in recent
years (24). This method offers an alternative
to traditional attempts to control unwanted
psychological experiences (23). The goals of
the health behavior change interventions in
the ACT are not an explicit replacement of
previous unhealthy psychological events
with new and healthy events, but the
concurrent cultivation of acceptance toward
the occurrence of unhealthy psychological
events and defusion from strict adherence to
those events. In this way, habits for the new
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healthy behaviors may be established with
greater resiliency to psychological barriers
(24). Therefore, identifying the
psychological processes that can help to
maintain  well-being and psychological
health under such exceptional circumstances
is utmost importance. These processes also
need to be adaptable and responsive to
psychological intervention if they are to
have functional utility (25). For some
individuals, COVID-19 lockdowns could
offer a reprieve from daily hassles and
stress, and even increase quality of life.
Thus, it is equally important to identify
protective factors that can buffer against the
negative effects of the lockdowns (26).
Taking this into account, acceptance
processes related to third-generation
therapies, such as ACT, mindfulness, and
self-compassion, may work better to relieve
distressing emotional states. Because these
critical situations (i.e., the pandemic and the
lockdown) are harmful, painful emotions are
part of their consequences on human life.
The common factor in third-generation
therapies is the acceptance of emotional
suffering. Acceptance therapies can teach
people to become aware of their emotions
and learn to relate to them in a more
balanced way (27).

There are a few limitations and shortfalls in
this study. The participants were required to
self-report all information, but the
information was not controlled for honesty.
This was an experimental study conducted
at a specific point during the lockdown
(roughly halfway through) and therefore
does not provide a comprehensive image of
the psychological distress that occurred
during the lockdown. It is necessary to
explore how these results change over time
through longitudinal studies.

CONCLUSION

According to the results, ACT is an
effective therapeutic approach to reduce
depression and increase the quality of life
among women with chronic pain during the
COVID-19 pandemic lockdown. These
effects appear to be achieved through
increased acceptance of thoughts and
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feelings associated with the COVID-19
pandemic lockdown, which is the primary
goal of ACT treatment.  Overall, the
findings suggest that interventions to
counteract the social, financial, and
disruptive  impacts of  COVID-19,
particularly among people with existing
health conditions, are likely to have the
greatest impact on community mental health
and wellbeing.
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