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Background: Adolescence is a developmental period characterized by various emational challenges,
including aggression, which can negatively affect academic performance and social functioning.
Given the limitations of traditional therapeutic approaches, there is a growing need to examine third-
wave and positive-oriented interventions for managing anger in adolescents. Although the
effectiveness of these approaches has been established individually, few studies have simultaneously
compared them among adolescent girls.

Aims: The present study aimed to determine and compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy and positive psychology training in reducing aggression among female
students in upper secondary school.

Methods: This study was applied in nature and employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest-
posttest and a control group. The statistical population included all female high school students
(second level) in District 11 of Tehran during the academic year 2024-2025. A total of 45 eligible
students were selected using convenience sampling and randomly assigned to three groups: two
experimental groups (n = 15 each) and a control group (n = 15). The experimental groups received
interventions based on Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT; Hayes et al., 2012) and Positive
Psychology (Seligman et al., 2005), respectively. The instrument used to collect data was the Ahvaz
Aggression Questionnaire (Zahedifar et al., 1999). Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of
covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS version 26. The significance level was set at 0.05 in all analyses.
Results: The results of MANCOVA indicated that both interventions—Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy and Positive Psychology—Ied to a significant reduction in overall aggression and its
subscales (anger and rage, insult and aggression, and stubbornness and hostility) compared to the
control group in the posttest phase (P< 0.01). Moreover, Bonferroni post hoc tests revealed significant
differences between the control group and each of the two intervention groups, while no significant
difference was found between the effectiveness of the ACT and Positive Psychology interventions
(P > 0.05).

Conclusion: The findings suggest that both Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Positive
Psychology are effective school-based interventions for reducing aggression among adolescent girls.
Therefore, both approaches may be utilized as practical methods for enhancing emotional regulation
and mitigating aggressive behaviors in educational settings.
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Introduction

Aggression is one of the major behavioral challenges
during adolescence, with substantial consequences
for academic performance, interpersonal
relationships, and mental health. Evidence indicates
that  educational  environments  worldwide
increasingly struggle with aggressive behaviors,
which disrupt teacher—student relationships, reduce
academic engagement, and heighten social
vulnerability (Borrego-Ruiz & Borrego, 2025;
Wettstein et al., 2023). The World Health
Organization has also classified violence as a critical
public health issue with long-term social implications
(Fanslow, 2025). In psychological literature,
aggression is defined as behavior intended to harm
another person (Allen & Anderson, 2017), and
previous studies suggest that academic pressure,
identity struggles, and environmental stressors play a
significant role in its emergence (Jabbarov et al.,
2023; Chervonyi & Nadutyi, 2024). International and
national data further confirm the considerable
prevalence of aggressive behaviors among
adolescents (Sadeghi et al., 2014; Fakharian et al.,
2025).

To address this issue, various therapeutic approaches
have been developed to manage adolescent
aggression, including mindfulness training and
schema-based interventions (Lahak & Asadi, 2021;
van Wijk-Herbrink et al., 2021). One of the most
prominent contemporary approaches is Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT), which aims to
enhance psychological flexibility through processes
such as  acceptance, cognitive  defusion,
present-moment awareness, values orientation, and
committed action (Hayes et al., 2012; Grégoire et al.,
2018). Numerous Iranian studies have confirmed the
effectiveness of ACT in reducing aggression and
improving emotional functioning among adolescents
(Keshtkar et al., 2022; Aghili et al., 2023; Sayyad
Mollashahi et al., 2023). In contrast, positive
psychology—introduced by Seligman (2005)—
focuses on nurturing strengths, positive emotions, and
meaning, aiming to reduce aggression by enhancing
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psychological resources (Rashid & Baddar, 2019;
Walsh et al., 2017; Naruse & Moss, 2019).

A systematic review of the literature reveals that
although ACT and positive psychology interventions
have each demonstrated effectiveness in improving
clinical and behavioral outcomes, there remains a
significant research gap regarding their direct
comparison among adolescents. Most previous
studies have focused either on adults or on a single
intervention protocol. The innovation of the present
study lies in simultaneously examining these two
distinct paradigms—one rooted in third-wave
processes of acceptance and the other centered on
strength-based  enhancement—within  a  single
experimental framework among adolescent girls.
Accordingly, the central research question
investigates whether there is a significant difference
between ACT and positive psychology in reducing
aggression among female secondary school students.
Method

The present study employed a quasi-experimental
design with pretest—posttest and a control group. The
statistical population included female students in the
mathematics—physics track of upper secondary
schools in District 11 of Tehran during the 2023-
2024 academic year. A multistage cluster sampling
method followed by targeted screening was used.
Three schools were randomly selected, and
volunteers were screened using the Aggression
Questionnaire. Based on the inclusion criteria—
scores above the mean on aggression, enrollment in
upper secondary school, absence of psychiatric
medication use, no serious psychological disorders
according to school counseling records, no concurrent
psychological treatment, and informed consent—45
eligible students were selected and randomly
assigned to three groups of 15 (two experimental
groups and one control group). Exclusion criteria
consisted of more than two absences, failure to
complete homework assignments, and withdrawal
from participation. The first experimental group
received an eight-session, 90-minute Acceptance and
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Commitment Therapy program based on Hayes et al.
(2012), while the second group received a
nine-session, 90-minute  positive  psychology
intervention based on Seligman et al. (2005). The
control group received no treatment and was placed
on a waiting list. Data were analyzed using
descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviation)
and  multivariate  analysis of  covariance
(MANCOVA) in SPSS wversion 26, with a
significance level of 0.05.

Aggression was measured using the Ahvaz
Aggression Questionnaire developed by Zahedi et al.
(1999), which consists of 30 items across three
subscales: anger and rage, hostility and insult, and
stubbornness and resentment, rated on a four-point
Likert scale. The instrument has demonstrated strong
psychometric properties, with Cronbach’s alpha
reported as 0.87 in the present study, and its validity
confirmed through correlations with established
personality inventories (Zahedifar et al., 2018). The
intervention protocols included an ACT program
based on the six core therapeutic processes outlined
by Hayes et al. (2012), and a positive psychology
program incorporating exercises designed to enhance
positive emotions and meaning as described by
Seligman et al. (2005). Both intervention packages
were administered by the researcher following
standardized session-by-session guidelines, and
summaries of the therapeutic sessions are presented
in the relevant section.
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Results

The demographic findings of the present study
indicated that the distribution of students’ age and
grade levels was relatively similar across the
experimental and control groups. Analysis of the
mean and standard deviation scores of aggression
revealed that both intervention groups—Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and positive
psychology—showed notable decreases in posttest
scores across all subscales of aggression, including
anger and rage, hostility and insult, and stubbornness
and resentment, whereas no such improvements were
observed in the control group. Overall aggression
scores also declined in both experimental groups from
pretest to posttest, demonstrating the effectiveness of
the interventions. Prior to conducting the multivariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA), all underlying
assumptions—including normality (Shapiro—Wilk
test), homogeneity of variances (Levene’s test),
homogeneity of variance—covariance matrices (Box’s
M test), and homogeneity of regression slopes—were
evaluated and confirmed. Results of the MANCOVA
indicated that, after controlling for pretest scores, at
least one of the aggression subscales differed
significantly among the three groups (P < 0.01).
Additionally, the effect size derived from Wilks’
Lambda showed that 53% of the variance in the
dependent variables was explained by group
membership, demonstrating the substantial impact of
the interventions and the adequacy of the sample size.

Table 1. Summary of ANCOVA Results for Aggression Subscales in Experimental and Control Groups

. Mean - Effect Size (Eta
Variable Sum of Squares df Square Sig. Squared)
Anger and Rage 3031.23 3 1010.41 54.51 0.0001 0.80
Hostility and Insult 944.73 3 314.91 21.48 0.0001 0.61
Stubbornness and Resentment 984.94 3 328.31 36.79 0.0001 0.72
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The results in Table 2 indicate that, after controlling
for pre-test effects, the differences in post-test mean
scores among the groups were significant for the
subscales of Anger and Rage (F =54.51, P =0.0001),
Hostility and Insult (F = 21.48, P = 0.0001), and
Stubbornness and Resentment (F=36.79, P =
0.0001). The Eta squared (effect size) values show
that 80% of the variance in Anger and Rage, 61% of
the variance in Hostility and Insult, and 72% of the
variance in Stubbornness and Resentment at the
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post-test stage were accounted for by the
independent variables (Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy and Positive Psychology
interventions), demonstrating the effectiveness of
the interventions. To examine pairwise differences
between the experimental and control groups and
determine the comparative effectiveness of the two
intervention methods on aggression subscales, the
Bonferroni post-hoc test was utilized, the results of
which are presented in the table below.

Table 2. Bonferroni Pairwise Comparisons of Groups on Aggression Subscales

Component Group (1) Group (J) Mean Difference (1-J) Std. Error Sig.
Anger and Rage ACT Positive Psychology 121 1.64 1.000
ACT Control -16.48 1.64 < 0.0001
Positive Psychology Control -17.70 1.52 <0.0001
Hostility and Insult ACT Positive Psychology -0.04 1.46 1.000
ACT Control -8.69 1.46 <0.0001
Positive Psychology Control -8.65 1.35 <0.0001
Stubbornness and ACT Positive Psychology -0.87 1.13 1.000
Resentment
ACT Control -10.27 1.14 < 0.0001
Positive Psychology Control -3.39 1.05 <0.0001

The results of the Bonferroni post-hoc test in Table
2 show that in the post-test phase, there was a
significant difference between the mean scores of the
control group and both experimental groups
(Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Positive
Psychology) across all aggression subscales (P <
0.05). However, no significant difference was
observed between the mean scores of the two
experimental groups (P > 0.05).

Conclusion

The present study aimed to compare the
effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) and Positive Psychology on
reducing aggression among female high school
students. The findings demonstrated that while both
interventions significantly decreased aggressive
behaviors in the post-test phase, no significant

difference was observed regarding their comparative
efficacy. This suggests that both therapeutic
approaches are equally effective in mitigating
aggression, a finding likely attributable to the
multifactorial nature of aggression during
adolescence, which is influenced by biological,
cognitive, and emotional factors (Allen & Anderson,
2017; Fakharian et al., 2025). Consequently,
interventions that either enhance positive emotional
resources or alleviate negative emotional intensity
appear to possess similar utility in ameliorating this
behavioral issue.

These results are consistent with prior literature.
Studies by Aghili et al. (2023), Sayyad Mollashahi et
al. (2022), Keshtkar et al. (2021), and a systematic
review by Byrne & Cullen (2024) corroborate the
efficacy of ACT in reducing aggression and
improving psychological flexibility. Similarly,
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aligning with findings by Rashid & Badel (2019) and
Seligman et al. (2005), Positive Psychology
contributes to the reduction of hostile behaviors by
fostering positive emotions and character strengths.
Theoretically, ACT functions as a remedial
intervention focusing on acceptance and reducing
experiential avoidance (Hayes et al., 2012), whereas
Positive Psychology operates as a promotive
intervention emphasizing the development of
psychological resources. The  concurrent
effectiveness of these approaches indicates that
targeting emotion regulation alongside the
enhancement  of  positive  affect  vyields
complementary effects on the multifaceted
phenomenon of aggression (Sadeghi et al., 2014;
Borgo Ruiz & Borgo, 2025).

Despite the significant findings, limitations such as
the small sample size, lack of follow-up, and
restriction to a female cohort warrant caution in
generalizing the results. Future research should,
therefore, utilize larger sample sizes, incorporate
longitudinal follow-ups, and examine gender
differences. From a practical perspective, this study
proposes a comprehensive model for educational
settings wherein the integration of ACT skills (e.g.,
mindfulness and values-based action) with Positive
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Psychology practices (e.g., gratitude and empathy
exercises) can effectively improve the school’s
emotional climate and serve as a preventive and
therapeutic strategy for reducing aggression.
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