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Background: Marital conflict is a major factor contributing to dysfunction in couple relationships, potentially
leading to emotional divorce and separation. Psychological flexibility and body acceptance can serve as
important strategies for enhancing couples’ resilience in the face of conflict. Therefore, the application of novel
and culturally-adapted approaches may promote resilience and reduce marital discord.

Aims: The present study aimed to develop a poetry therapy package based on Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) and to assess its effectiveness on psychological flexibility and body compassion in women
experiencing marital conflict.

Methods: This mixed-method study (qualitative and quantitative) was conducted in two main phases. In the
qualitative phase, a thematic analysis approach was used to extract ACT-related metaphoric concepts from
Hafez’s poetry, leading to the development of the poetry therapy package. Content validity was confirmed by
ten subject matter experts. In the quantitative phase, a quasi-experimental design with a pretest-posttest control
group was used. The sample consisted of 36 married women with marital conflict, randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups. The experimental group received a 9-session poetry therapy intervention, while
the control group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-
I1 (AAQ-II; Bond et al., 2011) and the Body Compassion Scale (BCS; Altman et al., 2017), and were analyzed
using repeated measures ANOVA in SPSS version 26. Thematic analysis with a deductive approach was applied
in the qualitative phase.

Results: In the qualitative phase, poems corresponding to ACT components were extracted and categorized.
Based on these findings, a researcher-made therapy package was developed and its content validity was
approved by experts. In the quantitative phase, the intervention showed a statistically significant positive effect
on increasing psychological flexibility and body compassion (P < 0.05).

Conclusion: The results indicated that ACT-based therapeutic concepts align well with the themes in Hafez’s
poetry, and the developed intervention package demonstrated acceptable content validity and effectiveness on
the studied variables.
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Introduction
Family holds a special place in Iranian culture, to the

extent that many laws, policies, and programs have
been designed to support this institution. The family
unit, formed through the union of a man and a woman,
establishes a profound and multifaceted relationship
that is unmatched by any other type of human
connection (Ebrahimi et al., 2020). One of the
common issues facing couples in today’s world is
marital conflict (Salehi et al., 2021). Marital conflict
can be defined as the dissatisfaction of at least one
partner with the relationship, which tends to escalate
rapidly (Yang et al., 2023). High levels of marital
conflict are associated with strained family dynamics,
with divorce being the most common destructive
consequence (Salehi et al., 2021).

In contemporary society, the body, face, and physical
beauty are regarded as key aspects of personal
identity, playing a significant role in shaping
relationships and triggering life crises. One
dimension of body image is body dissatisfaction,
which refers to a negative evaluation of one's body
size, shape, and weight, and reflects the perceived gap
between an individual’s actual body and their ideal
body image (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016). One
effective approach to mitigating the negative effects
of body image concerns is body compassion.
Research indicates a strong association between self-
compassion and body image (Murn & Steele, 2020;
Pullmer et al.,, 2019). Body compassion entails
accepting and being kind toward one’s body, as well
as recognizing its limitations. This attitude can reduce
body-related dissatisfaction and anxiety, thereby
enhancing marital satisfaction.

Psychological flexibility also plays a vital role in
improving marital relationships (Ahmadzadeh et al.,
2019). Psychological flexibility refers to our ability to
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engage with our emotions, thoughts, and overall
responses (Ong & Eustis, 2023). It is a personality
trait that shapes how individuals react to new
experiences and emphasizes experiential openness
(Pope et al.,, 2019). Studies have shown that
psychological flexibility contributes to more effective
conflict resolution and better management of
interpersonal challenges between partners. Therefore,
higher levels of psychological flexibility are
associated with greater marital satisfaction (Shareh et
al., 2018).

Numerous theoretical perspectives with varying
approaches aim to explain and resolve marital
conflicts, ultimately enhancing marital satisfaction.
One widely used intervention in couple therapy is
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT).
Introduced formally by Steven Hayes in 1999, ACT
is a third-wave behavioral therapy composed of
several core components. One of its central
components is acceptance. In ACT, acceptance refers
to the recognition that intrusive thoughts are a normal,
inevitable, and often necessary part of the human
experience  (McLoughlin & Roche, 2023).
Commitment, on the other hand, involves orienting
oneself toward value-consistent behavior rather than
attempting to eliminate negative thoughts or feelings.
At its core, ACT posits that engaging in behavior
aligned with personal values can, as a by-product,
reduce psychological suffering (Gloster et al., 2017).
A foundational element of ACT is the use of
metaphors, which create cognitive distance between
individuals and the content of their thoughts,
facilitating mindful decision-making in present-
moment relationships (Khodaiari-Fard & Hosseini-
Nezhad, 2019).

In recent years, linguists have shown growing interest
in how metaphors are used in psychotherapy
(Needham-Didsbury, 2014; Tay, 2014, 2016, 2017,
Tay & Jordan, 2015). In several therapeutic models,
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metaphor is regarded as a crucial element of
communication (Torneke, 2020). One powerful form
of metaphorical expression is poetry. Poetry provides
meaningful linguistic opportunities for  self-
expression and narrative exploration (Pearson et al.,
2020). Research has demonstrated that ACT is
effective in addressing marital variables, such as
improving marital quality of life and enhancing
psychological flexibility among couples. These
findings underscore the therapeutic value of ACT -
based interventions in improving the well-being of
couples and families (Shah Hosseini et al., 2023;
Kazemi et al., 2022; Omidi & Talighi, 2017; Parvin
et al., 2024). Moreover, multiple studies have
supported the effectiveness of metaphor therapy,
particularly among couples (Silva et al., 2024; Liu et
al., 2014), and others have endorsed the use of poetry
and metaphors in therapeutic sessions.

In general, conceptual metaphors are culturally
influenced, manifesting in various forms of discourse
such as poetry, and are transmitted across generations
(Afrashi, 2018). One of the most renowned Persian
poets is Hafez, whose poetry is rich with vivid
metaphors. The Divan of Hafez reflects all the
cultural elements of Iranian history and is deeply
intertwined with the psychological states of the
Iranian people (Hassanli, 2012). Research has also
emphasized the role of conceptual metaphors and
poetic language in addressing psychological issues,
with metaphor-based techniques constituting one of
the core strategies in ACT.

Nevertheless, it is essential to recognize that each
culture and society requires its own unigque metaphors
and poetic expressions. Using culturally resonant and
indigenous metaphors enhances the richness and
relevance of therapeutic content. In this context,
Hafez of Shiraz stands out as a celebrated poet who
offers a vast repository of metaphors to Persian
speakers, and his poetry resonates deeply with the
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collective psyche of Iranian society. Despite this, no
systematic and scientific study to date has aimed to
extract the embedded metaphors in Hafez’s poetry for
application in metaphor-based therapies such as ACT.
Accordingly, the cultural adaptation of metaphor-
based therapies such as Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) holds significant importance. In this
regard, the present study seeks to address the
following questions: What components constitute the
development of a poetry therapy package based on
ACT? And is ACT-based poetry therapy effective in
enhancing psychological flexibility and body
compassion in women experiencing marital conflict?

Method
Research Design and Participants

The present study employed an applied research
approach in terms of its objective and adopted a
mixed-methods design (qualitative—quantitative) in
terms of methodology. In the qualitative phase, all
poems by Hafez were examined through content
analysis. This selection was based on the rich
metaphorical nature of his poetry and its conceptual
alignment with the principles of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT). In the subsequent step,
to assess the content validity of the localized ACT -
based poetry therapy protocol, expert feedback was
obtained from ten specialists selected via purposive
sampling. These experts had backgrounds in ACT
and Persian literature.

Initially, using content analysis, ACT-related
therapeutic themes were identified and analyzed
within Hafez's poetry. Then, based on a theoretical
review and the codes derived from thematic analysis,
a localized poetry therapy protocol grounded in ACT
and inspired by Hafez’s poetry was developed.
Following the compilation of the protocol, the
structure and content of its sessions were reviewed by
10 experts in ACT and Persian literature. Their
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feedback was incorporated, and necessary revisions
were made to confirm the content validity of the
therapeutic package.

In the quantitative phase, a quasi-experimental
pretest—posttest—follow-up design with a control
group was employed. The statistical population
consisted of married women experiencing chronic
marital conflicts who were seeking help at a divorce
crisis intervention and counseling center. From this
population, 36 participants were selected through
convenience sampling and randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups. Random allocation
was used to ensure unbiased group assignment.

The quantitative phase utilized the Acceptance and
Action Questionnaire-11  (AAQ-I1) developed by
Bond et al. (2011) to measure psychological
flexibility, and the Body Compassion Scale (BCS)
developed by Altman et al. (2017) to assess body-
related compassion. In the experimental group, ACT -
based poetry therapy sessions utilizing selected
poems by Hafez were delivered.

Following the intervention, posttest scores were
collected by re-administering the same instruments.
Data analysis was conducted immediately after data
collection. To test the research hypotheses and
evaluate the effectiveness of the intervention, a
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repeated-measures  ANOVA (one between, one
within) was conducted. All statistical analyses were
performed using SPSS version 27 and R version
4.3.1, utilizing packages such as car, jmv, psych, and
RVAideMemoire.

Results
To evaluate the content validity of the ACT -based

poetry therapy package derived from Hafez’s poetry,
the opinions of 10 experts in the field were solicited.
During this process, each extracted theme from the
poems was reviewed to determine its necessity and
significance from the experts’ perspectives. T0 assess
the degree of agreement among raters and the
credibility of the identified themes, Lawshe’s method
and the Content Validity Ratio (CVVR) were used.
According to Lawshe’s table, the minimum
acceptable CVR for a panel of 10 raters is 0.62.
Experts were asked to rate whether each theme was
"essential,” and the CVR for each theme was then
calculated. The results of this assessment are
presented in Table 1, indicating which themes
surpassed the threshold and were therefore
considered valid for inclusion in the therapeutic
package.

Tablel. Content Validity of Extracted Themes from Hafez’s Poetry (CVR Values)

Overarching Theme

Organizing Themes

Agreement (n) CVR

Seizing the moment 10 1.00
Opportunities and choices 10 1.00

Present Moment Awareness
Gratitude and valuing time 10 1.00
Acceptance and the power of presence 10 1.00
Love and relationships 10 1.00
Emotions and feelings 10 1.00
Challenges and difficulties 9 0.80

Cognitive Defusion

Beauty and attraction 10 1.00
Thought and reflection 10 1.00
Time and life 9 0.80

362




Journal of

Vol. 24, No. 148, 2025

Overarching Theme

Organizing Themes

Agreement (n) CVR

Acceptance

Values

Committed Action

Sense of Psychological Flexibility

Hope and faith
Love and separation
Acceptance of hardship
Acceptance in love and relationships
Acceptance in life and time
Acceptance of the world
Waiting and accepting
Mental states and feelings
Letting go and progress
Kindness and love
Spirituality and divine connection
Friendship and social interaction
Patience and tranquility
Understanding life circumstances
Authenticity and honesty
Life and the passage of time
Self-awareness and growth
Benevolence and goodness
Action for personal growth and change
Endurance and tolerance of suffering
Action in the path of love
Persistence and effort
Valuing the present moment
Love and emotions
Criticism and feedback
Flexibility and acceptance of reality
True self and honesty
Emotions and feelings
Detachment and release
Comfort and peace
Service and spiritual life

Kindness and love

10 1.00
10 1.00
10 1.00

9 0.80

9 0.80

9 0.80
10 1.00
10 1.00
10 1.00
10 1.00
10 1.00
10 1.00

9 0.80
10 1.00
10 1.00
10 1.00
10 1.00

9 0.80
10 1.00
10 1.00
10 1.00
10 1.00
10 1.00
10 1.00

9 0.80

9 0.80
10 1.00
10 1.00
10 1.00
10 1.00

9 0.80
10 1.00

Content analysis of Hafez’s poetry,

conducted
through open and axial coding, revealed that the
metaphoric concepts embedded in his work are

closely aligned with the core processes of Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT). This analysis
identified basic, organizing, and overarching themes,
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ultimately  establishing a strong conceptual
connection between Hafez’s metaphorical language
and the foundational elements of ACT.

As demonstrated in Table 1, the Content Validity
Ratio (CVR) for all extracted themes exceeded the
minimum threshold value of 0.62. This indicates that
all themes were deemed essential and valid by the
panel of experts. Consequently, the ACT-based
poetry therapy package inspired by the works of
Hafez can be considered to possess acceptable
content validity, and all themes are suitable for
application within the structure of this intervention.
Descriptive statistics related to the pre-test, post-test,
and follow-up scores for the psychological flexibility
variable in both the experimental and control groups
are presented below. In the pre-test, the control group
had a mean of 21.33 and a standard deviation of 3.38,
whereas the experimental group had a mean of 28.72
and a standard deviation of 2.35.

Following the intervention, in the post-test, the
control group recorded a mean of 21.67 (SD = 3.20),
while the experimental group’s mean dropped to
26.72 (SD = 2.78), indicating a notable change in the
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experimental group. In the follow-up phase, the
control group showed a mean of 21.67 (SD = 3.48),
while the experimental group had a mean of 25.83
(SD =2.07).

Subsequent to normality checks, Box's M test was
applied to assess the assumption of homogeneity of
covariance matrices in the multivariate condition.
Based on the test statistic (Box’s M = 129.18, p =
0.44), the assumption of homogeneity was met.

To assess whether there was a correlation structure
among the dependent variables, which is necessary
for multivariate analysis, Bartlett’s test of sphericity
was used. The result (p = 0.01) indicated a significant
relationship between the dependent variables in both
inter- and intra-group comparisons. Therefore, the
necessary correlation structure was confirmed,
allowing for the application of multivariate statistical
tests.

Additionally, the assumption of homogeneity of
variances across group combinations was assessed
using Mauchly’s test of sphericity, confirming this
assumption as well.

Table2. Homogeneity of Variance Across Measurement Phases (Mauchly’s Test of Sphericity)

Variable W df P Greenhouse-Geisser
Psychological Flexibility 0.88 2 0.12 0.89
Body Compassion 0.98 2 0.77 0.98

As shown in Table 2, the results of Mauchly’s test of
sphericity for both psychological flexibility (W =
0.88, p = 0.12) and body compassion (W =0.98, p =
0.77) were not statistically significant. This indicates
that the assumption of equality of variances across
repeated measures was not violated for either
variable, thereby confirming the assumption of
sphericity and allowing the use of standard repeated
measures ANOVA without correction.
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After verifying the assumptions, a multivariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was conducted.
The software output reported the results of Pillai’s
Trace, Wilks” Lambda, Hotelling’s Trace, and Roy’s
Largest Root tests. The results of all four statistical
tests were used for interpretation. At the 95%
confidence level (o = 0.05), the multivariate statistic
showed a significant difference between the groups
(F = 3.55, p=0.01), a significant difference between
measurement phases (F = 38.13, p = 0.01), and also a
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significant interaction effect between the grouping
variable and measurement phases (F = 32.82, p =
0.01).

Accordingly, the linear combination of the dependent
variables (post-test scores of psychological flexibility
and body compassion), after adjusting for differences
in covariates (pre-test scores of the research
variables), was influenced by the independent
variable (type of training).

Additionally, the results indicate that there was a
significant difference across the three measurement
phases in at least one of the dependent variables. In
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other words, the analysis results show that the
independent variable had an effect on the linear
combination of the dependent variables, and it can be
stated that the training of the ACT-based poetry
therapy package derived from Hafez’s poetry had an
effect on at least one of the dependent variables.
Subsequently, to assess the stability of the
effectiveness of the ACT-based poetry therapy
training package based on Hafez’s poems on
psychological flexibility and body compassion, a
repeated measures analysis was used. The within-
subjects effects can be observed in Table 3.

Table3. Repeated Measures Test of Within-Subject Effects on Psychological Flexibility and Body Compassion

Variable Source df Mean Square F p n?
Phase 2 188.48 40.84 .01 .55
. o Group 131.12 7.99 .01 19

Psychological Flexibility
Group x Phase 2 158.26 34.29 .01 .50
Error 68 4.62 - - -
Phase 2 322.58 12.84 .01 27
. Group 1 0.59 0.01 .95 .01

Body Compassion

Group x Phase 2 184.79 7.36 .01 .18
Error 68 25.12 = = =

As shown in Table 3, the results of the repeated
measures analysis indicate that the ACT -based poetry
therapy intervention using Hafez’s poems had a
significant effect on body compassion.

Subsequently, Bonferroni-adjusted post-hoc tests
were conducted to examine pairwise differences
between the measurement phases. The results of these
pairwise comparisons are presented in Table 4.

Table4. Bonferroni Test Results for Pairwise Comparisons Between Measurement Phases

Variable Group Phase Comparison Mean Difference  Standard Error P
Pre-test vs. Post-test -0.33 0.84 1.00
Control Pre-test vs. Follow-up -0.33 0.76 1.00
Psychological Post-test vs. Follow-up 0.01 0.69 1.00
Flexibility Pre-test vs. Post-test -8.01 0.78 0.01
Experimental Pre-test vs. Follow-up -7.11 0.70 0.01
Post-test vs. Follow-up 0.89 0.48 0.24
Pre-test vs. Post-test -0.39 1.74 1.00
Body Compassion Control Pre-test vs. Follow-up -3.00 1.70 0.29
Post-test vs. Follow-up -2.61 1.85 0.53
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Variable Group Phase Comparison Mean Difference  Standard Error P
Pre-test vs. Post-test -9.44 1.74 0.01
Experimental Pre-test vs. Follow-up -7.83 1.42 0.01
Post-test vs. Follow-up -0.39 1.74 1.00

As shown in Table 4, the Bonferroni post-hoc test was
used to examine pairwise differences between
measurement phases regarding the effect of the
intervention on psychological flexibility. In the
control group, none of the pairwise comparisons were
statistically significant, with all p-values equal to
1.00.

However, in the experimental group, the mean
difference between the pre-test and post-test was -
8.01, and between the pre-test and follow-up was -
7.11, both of which were statistically significant at the
0.01 level. These findings indicate the effectiveness
of the intervention in increasing psychological
flexibility. The mean difference between the post-test
and follow-up in the experimental group was 0.89,
which was not statistically significant (p = 0.24).
Regarding the effect of the intervention on body
compassion, no significant differences were found
between any of the measurement phases in the control
group, as all p-values were greater than 0.05.
However, in the experimental group, the mean
differences between the pre-test and both the post-test
(-9.44) and follow-up (-7.83) were statistically
significant at the 0.01 level, indicating a significant
effect of the ACT-based poetry therapy package in
enhancing body compassion. The difference between
the post-test and follow-up phases (-0.39) was not
statistically significant.

Conclusion
The findings of the study indicate the effectiveness of
ACT-based poetry therapy in  enhancing

psychological flexibility. Psychological flexibility is
a fundamental construct in the ACT model and refers
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to an individual's ability to accept unpleasant
emotions and engage in value-driven action. The
results of the present study showed that the ACT -
based poetry therapy package significantly improved
psychological flexibility in women experiencing
marital conflict. This finding aligns with the
theoretical foundations of ACT, which emphasize
psychological flexibility as a key indicator of mental
health (Hayes et al., 2016; Macri & Rogge, 2024).

In this study, Hafez’s poetry, through its rich
metaphors and spiritual imagery, helped participants
manage their emotions more effectively and respond
more adaptively to challenges. Similarly, Henry
(2021) highlighted the impact of poetry therapy in
increasing psychological flexibility. In the current
research, the inclusion of Hafez's poetry within the
therapy package created a space for reflection,
acceptance, and the discovery of personal values—
ultimately improving participants' psychological
flexibility.

Overall, these results suggest that the ACT -based
poetry therapy using the works of Hafez serves as an
effective tool for enhancing psychological flexibility
and empowering individuals to manage emotional
challenges and life stressors.  Furthermore,
psychological flexibility has far-reaching effects
across various aspects of life. Women with greater
flexibility are not only better equipped to deal
constructively with marital conflict but are also more
successful in managing stress and negative emotions.
This finding is consistent with studies by Naghavi et
al. (2019), which showed that ACT can enhance the
quality of marital relationships by increasing
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psychological flexibility. In the present study,
Hafez’s poetry functioned as a bridge between
abstract ACT concepts and the lived experiences of
participants. This creative approach, while culturally
relevant to lranian society, also facilitated the
acceptance and expression of difficult emotions,
contributing to improved psychological health.

The study’s findings also revealed that the ACT-
based poetry therapy package significantly increased
body compassion. Many of Hafez’s poems emphasize
themes such as detachment from superficial
appearances and a focus on the inner, existential
essence of the self. These themes were incorporated
into therapy sessions to help participants recognize
that physical beauty is only one aspect of human
identity, and that accepting the body is part of
embracing the whole self.

These findings are consistent with Altman (2023),
who examined the role of body compassion in
reducing negative social comparison and enhancing
self-acceptance. The results also align with a study by
Niafar et al. (2024), which demonstrated that body
compassion, by emphasizing positive aspects of the
body, reduces stress and anxiety related to body
image and improves marital quality.

In the present study, Hafez’s poetry, with its deep and
spiritual metaphors, helped participants develop a
more accepting relationship with their bodies.
Through messages of calm, natural beauty, and
spiritual acceptance, the poems facilitated positive
changes in body-related attitudes. By promoting self-
awareness and acceptance, the poetry empowered
participants to adopt a more compassionate view of
their bodies, thereby enhancing the quality of their
relationships.

Likewise, the study by Bafghi et al. (2024) confirmed
that mindfulness-based art and poetry therapy can
improve body awareness and reduce appearance-
related concerns. In this research, Hafez’s poetry, as
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part of an ACT-based therapeutic package, supported
greater body awareness and acceptance among
participants. One of the positive outcomes of
increased body compassion is reduced anxiety related
to body image and improved overall life satisfaction.
In summary, the results of this study demonstrated
that the ACT -based poetry therapy using the works of
Hafez significantly improved body compassion in
women. As a cultural and spiritual tool, Hafez’s
poetry helped participants distance themselves from
negative  self-criticism and embrace greater
acceptance and kindness toward their bodies. These
findings emphasize the importance of using culturally
adapted interventions in treating body image-related
issues. The ACT -based poetry therapy model showed
how cultural elements can be harnessed to strengthen
psychological outcomes and support individuals
struggling with negative body image in developing a
healthier, more accepting relationship with their
bodies.
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