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Background:Infertility in women is often accompanied by depression and feelings of shame, which diminish
quality of life and its components (e.g., physical, psychological, and social health). Shame-based Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT) may improve these relationships, but research on its online group format in
this population is limited.

Aims: This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of online group-based shame-focused ACT on quality
of life and its components in depressed infertile women.

Methods: This randomized clinical trial employed a pretest-posttest design with a control group and a one-
month follow-up. The study population consisted of all infertile women attending infertility treatment centers in
Tehran in 2023. A purposive sample of 40 infertile women was randomly assigned to experimental and control
groups (20 per group). Data were collected using the Quality of Life Questionnaire for Infertile Couples by
Yaghmaei et al. (2009) and the Beck Depression Inventory-Il (1996). The intervention comprised 10 weekly
online ACT sessions based on the 10-session shame-focused ACT protocol by McKee et al. (2020). Data were
analyzed using repeated-measures analysis of variance in SPSS version 25.

Results: The results showed that online shame-based acceptance and commitment group therapy significantly
improved the overall quality of life score and all its components, including physical, psychological, emotional,
spiritual-religious, economic, sexual, and social dimensions, in depressed infertile women (p < 0.05). These
results were sustained during the follow-up period.

Conclusion: Online shame-based acceptance and commitment group therapy was effective in enhancing the
quality of life of depressed infertile women. Therefore, it is recommended that this intervention be used as a
complementary treatment alongside other mental health services to improve the quality of life in this population.
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Introduction

Infertility, defined as the inability to conceive after
one year of unprotected attempts, is a psychologically
stressful experience that profoundly impacts women's
mental health and quality of life (World Health
Organization, 2023). This condition, particularly in
cultures like Iran where motherhood is considered a
central component of feminine identity, is
accompanied by significant social, familial, and
cultural pressures, severely reducing the quality of
life  of infertile women across physical,
psychological, emotional, social, spiritual-religious,
economic, and sexual dimensions (Hasanpoor-
Azghady et al., 2019). The consequences of infertility
include diminished physical health due to intensive
medical treatments, psychological issues such as
anxiety and depression, and reduced social
interactions due to stigma and social rejection (Luo et
al., 2024). Infertility treatments, such as in vitro
fertilization, are often associated with physical and
psychological side effects that further impair quality
of life in physical and psychological domains
(Hokaglu et al., 2024). Economic pressures from
treatment costs and reduced social support due to
cultural stigma also affect quality of life in economic
and social dimensions (Jiang et al., 2024). These
challenges not only compromise mental health but
also endanger family relationships and overall quality
of life, with infertile women potentially facing
reduced sexual satisfaction and increased marital
conflicts (Patel et al., 2018).

Various therapeutic approaches, such as cognitive-
behavioral therapy, mindfulness-based therapy,
short-term psychodynamic therapy, and in-person
group interventions, have been employed to improve
the quality of life of infertile women (Abdollahi et al.,
2019; Yektaei et al., 2020). These treatments have
been effective in reducing stress and improving
certain aspects of quality of life, such as mental
health, but they have limitations in addressing
complex emotions like shame, which require deep
emotional acceptance and the reconstruction of
personal values (Balsom et al., 2024). Mindfulness-
based therapies, while effective in reducing anxiety
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and enhancing self-awareness, have paid less
attention to the multidimensional aspects of quality of
life, particularly in spiritual-religious and social
domains (Yazdani et al., 2017). Short-term
psychodynamic therapy, due to its reliance on
multiple in-person sessions, high costs, and limited
accessibility in underserved areas of Iran, has
restricted applicability (Rooney & Domar, 2018). In-
person  group interventions, despite  their
effectiveness in reducing social isolation, face
barriers such as geographical limitations, travel costs,
and social stigma associated with infertility (Oztiirk
et al., 2021). These limitations highlight the need for
innovative approaches like online Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) group therapy.
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, a third-wave
therapeutic approach, is based on six core principles:
acceptance, cognitive defusion, being present, self-
as-context, values, and committed action (Hayes,
2019). Using experiential techniques, metaphors, and
value-based activities, this therapy enhances
psychological flexibility, helping individuals cope
with the psychological challenges associated with
infertility (Gloster et al., 2017). Online ACT group
therapy, leveraging digital technology, provides a
safe, non-judgmental, and cost-effective environment
for intervention (Andersson et al., 2024). This
approach is particularly significant in the post-
pandemic era and in underserved areas with limited
access to psychological services. Online group
therapy creates a space for sharing experiences,
reducing social isolation and stigma associated with
infertility, and improving quality of life in emotional,
social, and spiritual-religious dimensions (Boivin et
al., 2011). Recent studies have shown that online
ACT interventions can have lasting effects on
improving mental health and quality of life,
particularly in  populations  with  complex
psychological challenges, such as infertile women
(Balsom et al., 2024).

In Iran, infertility, with an approximate prevalence of
10-15%, is a significant psychological and social
challenge exacerbated by cultural pressures related to
the role of motherhood (Akhondi et al., 2019).
Shame, as a self-conscious emotion, is associated
with negative self-evaluation and a sense of
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deficiency in social identity, potentially leading to
social isolation and reduced quality of life (Jiang et
al., 2024). Online ACT group therapy, by providing a
space for accepting difficult emotions and reinforcing
personal values, can help mitigate these negative
effects (Balsom et al., 2024). This study aimed to
investigate the effectiveness of shame-focused online
ACT group therapy on quality of life and its
components in depressed infertile women, addressing
the question of whether this intervention can improve
their quality of life and its dimensions.

Method

This study was a randomized controlled trial (RCT)
with a pre-test, post-test, control group, and one-
month follow-up design. The study population
consisted of infertile women in Tehran who sought
infertility treatment at fertility clinics and
obstetricians’ offices in 2023. Using purposive
sampling, 40 infertile women were selected and
randomly assigned to two groups of 20 (an ACT
intervention group focused on shame and a control
group). The sample size was calculated based on a
power of 0.80, a significance level of 0.05, and an
effect size of 0.6 using the G*Power formula,
indicating that a sample of 40 (20 per group) was
sufficient to detect significant differences (Faul et al.,
2007). Inclusion criteria included a score of 20 or
higher on the Beck Depression Inventory-11 (BDI-II),
infertility duration of over one year, marriage
duration of over two years, age between 20 and 40
years, minimum high school education, no history of
substance abuse, and no psychotherapy in the past
three months. Exclusion criteria included receiving
concurrent psychiatric or psychological services,
non-compliance with questionnaire completion,
absence from more than three sessions, failure to
complete therapeutic assignments, and experiencing
unforeseen life events.

Instruments

-Beck Depression Inventory-11 (BDI-11): This self-
report instrument with 21 items and a four-point
Likert scale (0 to 3) measures the severity of
depression. Scores of 0-13 indicate minimal

Vol. 25, No. 162, 2026

depression, 14-19 mild depression, 20-28 moderate
depression, and 29-63 severe depression (Beck et al.,
1996). In Iran, its reliability has been reported with a
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.91 and a test-retest coefficient
of 0.94 (Fata et al., 2005).

-Quality of Life Questionnaire for Infertile Women:
This questionnaire, with 72 items, measures quality
of life across seven components (physical,
psychological, emotional, spiritual-religious,
economic, sexual, and social) (Yaghmaei et al.,
2009). Its reliability in this study was calculated with
a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.81.

Procedure

After obtaining ethical approval, screening was
conducted using a structured clinical interview and
the BDI-1I questionnaire. Women with a BDI-II score
of 20 or higher were included. The intervention
consisted of 10 weekly 120-minute sessions delivered
via Google Meet. A pilot session was held to train
participants on using the platform and review session
guidelines.  Session content, worksheets, and
assignments were shared via a Telegram group, and
session reminders were sent via SMS. Post-tests were
conducted after the tenth session, followed by a one-
month follow-up. The control group received no
intervention during the study but was offered the
intervention afterward. Data analysis was performed
using means, standard deviations, and repeated
measures analysis of variance in SPSS version 25.

Results

The results showed no significant differences in the
distribution of education, mean age, marriage
duration, or infertility duration between the two
groups. The mean scores for quality of life and its
components (physical, psychological, emotional,
spiritual-religious, economic, sexual, and social)
differed across pre-test, post-test, and follow-up
phases. Assumptions for repeated measures ANOVA
were tested, and due to the violation of Mauchly’s test
of sphericity, the Greenhouse-Geisser correction was
applied. The results of the between-group and within-
group effects for quality of life and its components
are reported in Table 1.
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Table 1Results of Between-Group and Within-Group Effects for Quality of Life and Its Components

Quiality of Life Source Sum of Degrees of Mean F Significance Partial Eta Power
and Components Squares Freedom Square Level Squared (11?)

Between-Group 6870.53 1 6870.53 602.12 0.0001 0.94 1
Physical Within-Group 3458.02 1.03 3363.58 775.25 0.0001 0.95 1
Interaction 3503.82 1.03 3408.13 785.52 0.0001 0.95 1
Between-Group 48240.3 1 48240.3 389.5 0.0001 0.91 1
Psychological Within-Group 23049.65 1.04 22257.5 1620.91 0.0001 0.98 1
Interaction 23760.65 1.04 22944.06 1670.91 0.0001 0.98 1

Between-Group 273.01 1 273.01 21.25 0.0001 0.36 0.99
Emotional Within-Group 113.45 1.12 101.51 43.9 0.0001 0.54 1
Interaction 119.02 112 106.49 46.06 0.0001 0.55 1
Between-Group 418.13 1 418.13 23.83 0.0001 0.39 1
gz::g:gﬂs Within-Group ~ 120.62 1.08 111.42 50.65 0.0001 057 1
Interaction 138.22 1.08 127.68 58.04 0.0001 0.60 1
Between-Group 238.01 1 238.01 28.99 0.0001 0.43 1
Economic Within-Group 113.55 1.04 109.24 62.29 0.0001 0.62 1
Interaction 136.52 1.04 131.33 74.89 0.0001 0.66 1
Between-Group 567.68 1 567.68 56.09 0.0001 0.6 1
Sexual Within-Group 271.05 1.04 259.71 96.74 0.0001 0.72 1
Interaction 297.15 1.04 284.72 106.06 0.0001 0.74 1
Between-Group 4538.7 1 4538.7 101.07 0.0001 0.73 1
Social Within-Group 1910.72 1.06 1796.93 254.41 0.0001 0.87 1
Interaction 1966.55 1.06 1849.44 261.84 0.0001 0.87 1
Between-Group  198860.21 1 198860.21 278.63 0.0001 0.88 1
O"era”l_%‘;a"ty of  Within-Group ~ 91767.72 1.01 9073497  1018.42 0.0001 0.96 1
Interaction 95561.52 1.01 94486.07 1060.52 0.0001 0.97 1

As shown in Table 1, there were significant
differences between the experimental and control
groups in quality of life and its components, including
physical, psychological, emotional, spiritual-
religious, economic, sexual, and social dimensions,
with differences favoring the experimental group.
The partial eta squared values indicate that for quality
of life and its components (physical, psychological,
emotional, spiritual-religious, economic, sexual, and
social), 0.95, 0.98, 0.54, 0.58, 0.62, 0.72, 0.87, and
0.96 of the variance in these variables, respectively,

is explained by the within-group factor. The
interaction effect between time and group for quality
of life and its components was also significant. Since
the main within-group effect was significant, pairwise
comparisons of measurement stages in the
experimental group were conducted using the
Bonferroni test. The results of the Bonferroni post-
hoc test for pairwise comparisons of quality of life
and its components in the experimental group are
presented in Table 2.
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Table 2Results of Bonferroni Post-Hoc Test for Pairwise Comparisons of Quality of Life and Its Components in the Experimental Group

Quality of Life and Components

Measurement Stage Comparison

Mean Difference Standard Error Significance Level

Pre-test vs. Post-test -29.90* 0.81 0.0001

Physical Pre-test vs. Follow-up -22.80* 0.80 0.0001
Post-test vs. Follow-up 0.10 0.10 0.99

Pre-test vs. Post-test -59.20* 1.39 0.0001

Psychological Pre-test vs. Follow-up -59.30* 1.44 0.0001

Post-test vs. Follow-up -0.10 0.18 1
Pre-test vs. Post-test -4.15* 0.59 0.0001
Emotional Pre-test vs. Follow-up -4.20* 0.59 0.0001
Post-test vs. Follow-up -0.05 0.11 1

Pre-test vs. Post-test -4.50* 0.58 0.0001

Spiritual-Religious Pre-test vs. Follow-up -4.30* 0.58 0.0001
Post-test vs. Follow-up 0.20 0.09 0.13

Pre-test vs. Post-test -4.35* 0.51 0.0001

Economic Pre-test vs. Follow-up -4.30* 0.50 0.0001
Post-test vs. Follow-up 0.05 0.05 0.99

Pre-test vs. Post-test -6.60* 0.63 0.0001

Sexual Pre-test vs. Follow-up -6.45* 0.63 0.0001
Post-test vs. Follow-up 0.15 0.08 0.25

Pre-test vs. Post-test -16.95* 0.97 0.0001

Social Pre-test vs. Follow-up -17.50* 1.06 0.0001
Post-test vs. Follow-up -0.20 0.17 0.77

Pre-test vs. Post-test -118.65* 3.59 0.0001

Overall Quality of Life Pre-test vs. Follow-up -118.40* 3.70 0.0001
Post-test vs. Follow-up 0.25 0.24 0.93

The results in Table 2 show that in the online ACT
group, there were significant differences in the mean Conclusion

scores of overall quality of life and its components
(physical, psychological, emotional, spiritual-
religious, economic, sexual, and social) between pre-
test and post-test, and between pre-test and follow-up
(P < 0.05). However, no significant differences were
found between post-test and follow-up (P > 0.05),
indicating that the scores of the experimental group
for overall quality of life and its components
significantly increased at post-test, and these
improvements were maintained at follow-up.

This study demonstrated that shame-focused online
ACT group therapy significantly improved quality of
life and its physical, psychological, emotional,
spiritual-religious, economic, sexual, and social
components in depressed infertile women, with these
effects remaining stable one month post-intervention.
These findings align with previous studies, such as
Balsom et al. (2024), Koert et al. (2019), and Yazdani
et al. (2017), which confirmed the effectiveness of
ACT and digital interventions in improving quality of
life.
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The improvement in quality of life can be explained
based on ACT principles. Sessions focusing on
mindfulness, cognitive defusion, acceptance, and
values enhanced psychological flexibility, helping
women cope with infertility-related challenges such
as shame and stress (Hayes, 2019). For instance,
mindfulness exercises in sessions 1, 2, 5, and 9
reduced physical stress and improved the physical
component. Cognitive defusion in sessions 4, 7, and
8 reduced negative thoughts related to infertility,
enhancing psychological health. Exposure to
emotions and self-compassion exercises in sessions 5,
8, and 9 reduced emotional distress and strengthened
a sense of belonging. Identifying spiritual values and
self-compassion in sessions 6 and 10 improved the
spiritual-religious component. Planning committed
actions in sessions 6 and 10 reduced economic stress,
and the online nature of the intervention made access
more cost-effective. Finally, the non-judgmental
group environment in sessions 1, 5, and 8 reduced
social isolation and stigma, improving social
interactions.

From a practical perspective, this intervention can be
integrated into psychological support programs at
infertility treatment centers. Training professionals in
the 10-session protocol by McKay et al. (2020)
through online workshops is recommended. Study
limitations include a small sample size and short-term
follow-up. Future studies with larger samples and
longer follow-ups are suggested, along with
comparisons of ACT with other approaches, such as
cognitive-behavioral therapy.
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2, quality of life

3, Stigma

4, cognitive-behavioral therapy
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4. Goodness of fit index
3. Infertile Couples’ Quality of Life Questionnaire
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I, Beck Depression Inventory (BDI-I1)
2. Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
3, Normed Fit Index
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I, Beck Depression Inventory (BDI-I1)
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3. Greenhouse-Geisser

1. Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test
2, Mauchly's Test of Sphericity
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