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ABSTRACT

COVID-19 pandemic has negative implications for mental health and psychological well-
being. Studies emphasized that the rates of depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress, and
sleep-related issues were significantly higher during that time. Such an effect has extended up
to 18 months even after the pandemic. Obviously, the time during the pandemic was
challenging for all populations. However, that time was even more challenging for corona virus
survivors, showing higher rates for anxiety and depression disorders.

Many interventions were used on such population to improve their psychological well-being,
one of them is Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) which has the intention to
improve mental health by encouraging psychological flexibility. The goal of ACT is to help in
accepting the current mental and emotional experiences. Therefore, psychological flexibility is
considered one of the fundamental core concepts of ACT. A decent body of research has been
conducted lately on the positive implications of ACT for many psychologically related
disorders, mainly depression, anxiety, coping issues, and many others.

When comparing ACT to other intervention it was approved that there is no significant
difference between ACT and other psychological interventions. Also, when comparing the two
interventions on post-traumatic growth and perceived positive and negative emotions among
Corona survivorss.

The findings of the current systematic review approved the effectiveness of using ACT as an
intervention to reduce negative symptoms, and played a positive role in improving mental
health among the targeted population. However, cultural adaption ACT is not fully investigated
in Arabs countries and especially in Saudi population.

Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment therapy, (ACT), Mental Health, COVID-19

Survivors, Cultural adoption, Interventions
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INTRODUCTION

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic started in Wuhan, China, in December 2019,
and the World Health Organization (WHO) announced it as a world-wide pandemic in March
2020. With the increased number of cases who were diagnosed with COVID-19 and the high

rates of death around the world (Kuckertz et al., 2020; Otaredet al., 2021; Shahidiet al., 2023).

While the pandemic of COVID-19 was rapidly continuing to spread throughout the
world, human life has been affected by that. Studies conducted in this regard have claimed that
individuals have experienced a high level of a variety of negative outcomes, mainly stress and
anxiety at that time. That means an individual’s psychological state was negatively affected by
the pandemic (Joharifard et al., 2022; Widha et al., 2021). Such an experience has affected
general population in multiple directions. The reason beyond these negative implications is due
to many factors such as fear of being infected, fear of death, worrying about other family
members, socioeconomic factors, changes in lifestyle, financial condition, and fear of the future
(Widha et al., 2021; Fung et al., 2021; Han et al., 2022; Polizzi et al., 2020). Therefore, studies
on the impact of the pandemic on mental health have been targeted as a highly needed research

priority (Jaywant et al., 2022; Arslan et al., 2020; Landi et al., 2020).

Studies highlighted that the rates of depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress, and
sleep-related issues were significantly higher during that time. Such an effect has extended up
to 18 months even after the pandemic (Wallace-Boyd et al., 2023; Widha et al., 2021; Landi et
al., 2020). These negative implications were the result not only of the Corona virus itself but
also of the other complexity-related challenges that people faced during that time. Such as most
of the people were locked down in their homes, children were not allowed to go to school,
many financial issues, low income, social isolation, being unable to care for loved ones who

are ill or dying, intolerance of uncertainty, health crises, distributions of daily routine, coping
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struggles, and many other factors (Mallett et al., 2021; Faizah et al., 2021; Arslan et al., 2020).
Which leads to huge changes in the lifestyle to be adjusted to the dangerous situation at that
time (Kuckertz et al., 2020). Populations who were at higher risk of being infected by the virus
faced even a higher level of challenge; these conditions were cancer survivors, diabetes,

cardiovascular diseases, MIS, and others. That causes a complex situation of fear, anxiety, and

stress among them (Nikrah et al., 2023; Fishbein & Arch, 2022; Polizzi et al., 2020).

The Impact of Covid-19 on Mental Health

There is no doubt that time was challenging during the pandemic of COVID-19 among
all populations, and it has a negative impact on psychological outcomes. However, that time
was even more challenging for coronavirus survivors. Studies found that one of the most
psychologically affected populations during that time was survivors (Nodezh et al., 2022; Park
& Im, 2021). It has been found that 59% to 65% of them were clinically diagnosed with
depression, anxiety, and stress. COVID-19 survivors face a huge number of psychological,
environmental, and social stressors that increase the risk of psychiatric symptoms (Mazza et
al., 2020). The uncertainty of the transmission approach and the appropriate protocol that
should be used to control the infection for personal protection. Not only that, but the limited
sources and health staff and the social isolation that occurred created another level of
complexity for them. Especially for hospitalized patients (Nodezh et al., 2022; Jaywant et al.,
2022). It is essential to mention that a study conducted in 2022 by Wang et al. claimed that
health care providers played one of the most significant roles during the pandemic. Some of
them were in direct contact with the patients of the virus; this population was very important
to be highlighted because researchers discovered that they have a direct impact on the
survivors’ health experiences, thus affecting their mental health and psychological well-being

(Kuckertz et al., 2020; Park & Im, 2021; Haddadi et al., 2023). Such a psychological effect did
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not stop by the end of the pandemic; consequently, they struggled to deal with their feelings,
cope with problems, and be more psychologically stable a long time after that, between 1 and

3 years later (Han et al., 2022; Otared et al., 2021).

Anxiety and depression disorders, whose studies reported a high rate of survivors, were
diagnosed as common damaging disorders that are approved to be risk factors for quality-of-
life deterioration. Because of their association with a wide range of negative implications for
the individual’s psychological, physical, and mental health (Joharifard et al., 2022; Mazza et
al., 2020). These implications include suicide, eating disorders, expression aggressiveness,
educational and occupational dysfunction, sleep problems, eating disorders, social
impartments, and isolation, as well as substance abuse (Otared et al., 2021; Faizah et al., 2021).
That resulted in an enormous number of negative feelings that survivors had to experience,
such as helplessness, shame, denial, anger, fear, overwhelm, frustration, exhaustion, anxiety,

stress, hopelessness, and even guilt (Smith-MacDonald et al., 2022; Park & Im, 2021).

There are many approaches that are used for improving mental health and psychological
well-being, the effectiveness of these approaches vary depends on many variables mainly the
patients’ situations, background, personality, diagnose, treatment plans and others. One of the
fundamental approaches is cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT). Nevertheless, ACT consider as
a model of the third generation of CBT which aims to encourage psychological flexibility.
There are two fundamental core skills that ACT highlighted, which are acceptance and
mindfulness, and the other core is the committed and behaviour change process and enhancing
self-determined ability. A huge body of research has been conducted lately on the positive
implications of ACT for many psychological issues, mainly depression, anxiety, problem
coping, and many others (Rutschmann et al., 2023; Shepherd et al., 2022; Landi et al., 2020).

It was found that ACT was an effective approach for clinical and non-clinical populations. In
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comparison with other alternative approaches, ACT was claimed to be highly efficient with
patients’ problems, chronic pain’ patients, depression, trauma patients, as well as cancer
adaptation (Wallace-Boyd et al., 2023; Fishbein & Arch, 2022; Han et al., 2022; Hakansson et
al., 2022). Studies have established that ACT is one of the psychological interventions found
to be effective in treating mental fatigue and negative emotions. The goal of such an
intervention is to help in accepting the current mental and emotional experiences (Haddadi et
al., 2023; Nodezh et al., 2022; Fung et al., 2021). Therefore, psychological flexibility is
considered one of the fundamental core concepts of ACT. On the other hand, the psychological
inflexibility in another core model in ACT is considered one of the complex and dynamic
psychological contexts (Arslan et al., 2020; Landi et al., 2020). That investigate the individual’s
ability to adapt to the environment and the circumstances in that surrounding environment

(Finucane et al., 2022; Hakansson et al., 2022).

From a cogitative perspective, executive functioning is one of the main influences on
psychological inflexibility, which refers to the brain ‘s ability to optimally integrate conditions.
Such mental fatigue would affect the executive functioning of the individual, which would
prevent the brain from adopting optimal strategies, consequently preventing the psychological
fixability of the individual (Jia et al., 2021; Fung et al., 2021; Faizah et al., 2021). Therefore,
it affects the psychopathology process of individuals, leading to a wide range of mental and
psychical-related issues such as burnout, anxiety, depression, stress, and sleep-related disorders
(Wang et al., 2022; Otared et al., 2021; Widha et al., 2021). ACT as a treatment approach is
based on six main interdependent processes to create flexibility, which are: contact with the
present moment, self as context, values, acceptance, committed actions, and diffusion (Otared
et al., 2021; Shepherd et al., 2022; Smith-MacDonald et al., 2022). The aim of this approach is
to attempt to alert the psychological functions and influence on overt behaviour, increase the

capacity for changing the targeted behaviour in a way that avoidance emotions could be treated,

7

&

Side daola

EFFAT UNIVERSITY



and deal with the excessive literal response to cognitive content and barriers to making and
keeping commitments to value-based actions (Hakansson et al., 2022; Smith-MacDonald et al.,
2022). The acceptance-based coping approach is related to changing how the individual relates
to the responses to certain stressors for events that are uncontrollable by applying some
techniques for coping. Such as becoming nonjudgmentally aware of the effect of internal states
that arise in response to them in an accepting and planful manner. This phenomenon of not
striving to change, distract from, or otherwise divert from spontaneous physical or emotional
responses is indeed a good reason to fear the virus, as it is a potential death sentence, but fear
need not dominate one’s existence. Rather, it is suggested that it is possible to coexist with

realistic fears, to observe their reactions, and to stand apart from them (Polizzi et al., 2020).

Effect of ACT among Corona Survivors

ACT as an intervention was approved to be highly effective in reducing negative
symptoms like depression and anxiety and improving mental health and psychological well-
being among the survivors of Corona various. The result of a recent study conducted by
Golchin et al. (2023) showed that there is no significant difference between ACT and
compassionate mind-based therapy when comparing the two interventions on post-traumatic
growth and perceived positive and negative emotions in adult patients who were corona
survivors. Therefore, both approaches impact positive and negative emotions and post-

traumatic development post-test and after 3-month follow-up.

It is essential to highlight the limited amount of research that has been conducted on
such a population. Although ACT is considered one of the main approaches that are used in
similar situations, or for those who might face a complex multi-level challenge in their lives, it

is also found that ACT was often used during the pandemic and after to improve mental health
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and psychological well-being with health care providers and was found to be very beneficial
(Mufnoz-Martinez et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2022; Otared et al., 2021). A limited body of
research was conducted on corona survivors using adoptive cultural ACT. Also, a thorough
review of the existing literature has revealed only a limited number of scientific studies directly
addressing this issue. Besides, specific areas present a gap in the current body of scientific
knowledge, warranting further investigation, particularly in the Middle East population (EI-
Sayed et al., 2023). Although there are several studies that used adoptive cultural ACT as an
intervention for improving mental health among the Saudi population, one of them was among
Saudi Muslim females with mental health disorders, which concluded that adoptive cultural
ACT group therapy was well appreciated and viewed as being culturally and religiously
acceptable by the Saudi Muslim female participants. It has been found that ACT is efficient for
improving mental health and increasing positive emotions in Saudi women who are diagnosed
with depression (Bahattab & AlHadi, 2021). However, studies suggested more research be

conducted on such an intervention among the Saudi population (El-Sayed et al., 2023).

This systematic review aims to investigate the effect of adoptive cultural ACT on
mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic among survivors based on well-established
criteria. The objectives are to analyse the effectiveness of the adoptive cultural ACT as an
intervention that is used to improve mental health and psychological well-being in the selected
populations. Such a need to explore such a topic lies in its potential to inform both researchers

and clinical practices and impact policy in psychological treatment.
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METHODS

This systematic review was conducted by using Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews (PRISMA) guidelines. PRISMA provides a standard guideline with a

checklist, which was followed by this review.

Search strategies

A literature search on the adoptive cultural ACT effect on improving mental health was
conducted utilizing the electronic databases of Effat University (EBSCO) as well as the
PsycINFO database and ResearchGate database. The search terms were (“acceptance”)
(“ACT”) (“acceptance and commitment”) AND (“COVID-19 OR corona”) AND (“mental
health” OR “psychological well-being” OR “stress” OR “anxiety”) AND (“survivors”

29 ¢¢

“patients” “cases”) (adoptive cultural ACT) (adoptive cultural intervention) (adoptive cultural
psychotherapy). The terms were searched for within the title and abstract of the articles, besides
the key words of the studies. The selected period of the search was the past five years. The

forward and backward snowballing technique was applied via cited reference searches and

reading reference lists from each single paper.
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Identification of studies via databases and registers

Records removed before screening:
‘g Duplicate records removed (n
g Records identified from*: =83)
& Databases (n = 3) ——» Records marked as ineligible by
;:: Registers (n =2732) automation tools (n = 58)
= Records removed for other
reasons (n =2625)
)
Records screened Records excluded**
————»
(n=49) (n=13)
Stu_dies sought for retrieval Studies not retrieved
w (n=36) (n=>5)
s
o
o
: '
»
) e Studies excluded:
Stu_dles assessed for eligibility Reason 1 (31 = different
(n=31) population)
Reason 2 (n 20= different
intervention)
Reason 3 (n 3 = using online
intervention)
——
)
= Studies included in review
D
= (n=16)
S Reports of included studies
=
= (n=2)
N——

Figure (1) From: Page MJ, McKenzie JE, Bossuyt PM, Boutron I, Hoffmann TC, Mulrow CD, et al. The PRISMA 2020
statement: an updated guideline for reporting systematic reviews. BMJ 2021;372:n71. doi: 10.1136/bmj.n71

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

A total of 2732 studies were found when the research was started in searching for the
effectiveness of ACT as a psychological intervention. After selecting only studies that were
published within the last 5 years, besides selecting English, abstracts, and full text studies, as
well as removing duplicates and screening the titles of theses, only 49 studies were selected.

Among these 49 studies, only 31 were selected to be used in this systematic review. Some
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inclusion criteria were followed when filtering the most appropriate studies that were found. = =™

Most of the studies in regard to using ACT as an intervention during COVID were applied to
health care providers, mainly nurses. As in some of the studies, the participants were not corona
survivors; consequently, they were suffering from other diagnoses such as cancer survivors,
diabetes, bowel diseases, trichotillomania, severe back pain, and lupus erythematosus. Other
populations rather than corona survivors were also excluded, for instance, students, pregnant
women, medical staff, nurses, health care providers, parents of children with disabilities,
parents of children with autism or ADHD, caregivers, adolescents, individuals with disabilities,
and children. After searching back and forth in the reference list of each study, only 16 studies
were included, that investigated the effect of ACT in reducing negative impact and improving

mental health among a specific population, which were the Corona virus survivors only.

Number of Included Research Conducted Each Year

5 I I
0 I I

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

I

w

N

[EEN

Figure (21) explains the number of the included research that conducted each year
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Ethical Issues

Some of the main issues regarding to the ethics in systematic review are, database bias,
citation bias, availability bias, language bias and multiple publication bias, and this systematic
review insured no ethical issues is contained. However, there is no ethical consent was required
due to the fact that all of the data in this review was taken from published literature which

consider as a secondary resource.

RESULTS

A total of 16 studies were included in the analysis of this systematic review. The general
result that was concluded is the effectiveness of using ACT as an intervention to reduce
negative symptoms like stress, depression, and anxiety among Corona survivors. Not only that,
but it has also been found that ACT played a positive role in improving mental health and
psychological well-being among the targeted population. The studies vary in their research
design. Two of them were only qualitative studies; one had 8 participants and was conducted
in 2020 by Kuckertz et al., which found a positive association between ACT and reducing stress
and anxiety symptoms among the participants. On the other hand, another qualitative study by
Shepherd et al. (2020) indicated that no significant changes were found for COVID-related
distress. Results were continued at one- and two-month follow-up, suggesting lasting change.

Whereas the other 14 were quantitative research designs of a total of 1239 participants.
Four of them were correlational studies aimed at analysing the relationship between the ACT
and reducing negative symptoms associated with COVID-19. Two studies were correlation
studies which compare the effectiveness of the ACT by allocating the participants into two
groups: the control group and the intervention group (who had ACT as an intervention), with
a total of 182 participants. One of the main limitations highlighted was that the correlation

design would not allow interpretation for causality.
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Two of the studies investigate the effect of ACT in the comparison of other =™ =™

interventions such as CBT (85 participants), such as a study conducted by Wallace-Boyd et al.

(2023) that used CBT in a comparison with ACT. Thus, another study used behavioural therapy

as an intervention (Jaywant et al., 2021). One of the studies was a short-term longitudinal

design, which was done by Park and Im (2020). The total duration of data collection was only

12 days; therefore, subsequent studies should ensure a sufficient duration of study to retest the

hypothesis and suggest a longer period of time, for instance, 6 months (Fishbein & Arch, 2022).

Eight of the studies were quasi-experimental research designs that evaluated the

participants’ mental health status before the ACT intervention and re-evaluated the participants

post-intervention (a total of 912 participants in all the studies) to investigate the effectiveness

of ACT among them. Six of the studies had the advantage of following up for a period of at

least 8 months after the intervention and suggested another follow-up to be done after a longer

In regard to the types of surveys that were used, studies employed a variety of measures

to assess the effectiveness of ACT as an intervention. Such as Connor and Davidson's (2003)

Resilience Scale (CD-RISC) and the World Health Organization's (1995) Quality of Life

Questionnaire (WHOQOL-BREF) (Nikrah et al., 2023). Others used the Beck Depression

Inventory (BDI-II) and the World Health Organization Quality of Life Questionnaire

(WHOQOL-BREF) again in pre- and post-tests (Sobhani et al., 2022). Other scales that were

used as a tool of measurement were the Corona Disease Anxiety Scale (CDAS), the resilience

questionnaire, and the life quality scale. Mazza et al. (2020) used a clinical interview, and a

battery of self-report questionnaires were used to investigate post-traumatic stress disorder

(PTSD), depression, anxiety, insomnia, and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD)

symptomatology. Sociodemographic information, clinical data, baseline inflammatory

markers, and follow-up oxygen saturation levels were collected.
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The ACT interventions were also varied from one study to another; some of the studies
used intensive courses of mindfulness (which are considered one of the main components of
ACT), like three times a week, and ACT therapy, like one every other week (Rutschman et al.,
2023). A recent study conducted in 2023 by Wallace-Boyd et al. used focus groups and open-
ended questions to explore the usability and acceptability of the intervention as well as levels
of engagement and adherence to the intervention.

One of the main limitations that were included in the majority of the studies was the
small sample size. Although the rate of the patients who were diagnosed with COVID was
considered very high, it was challenging to involve them in psychological intervention studies,
which could be due to the critical health condition of the COVID survivors. Although ACT
was significantly effective as an intervention to be used in tough times, third-wave therapies
such as ACT were less popular to be used as interventions during COVID, which raises a
question in this gap of research for researchers and practitioners to be answered. However, that
could be as a result of several complex factors, such as the fact that the majority of the
psychological interventions used at the time were CBT due to its effectiveness over a shorter
period of time (Mahoney et al., 2021). The lack of experienced and trained psychologists in
ACT makes it less common to be used as an intervention during that time.

Another limitation that was stated in much research was the self-report measurement,
which could be an advantage and disadvantage at the same time, which could be effective in

the accuracy of the result.

DISCUSSION
Overall, the findings indicated the effectiveness of using ACT as an intervention to
enhance health and improve psychological well-being. The results of a study done by Park and

Im (2021) displayed that anxiety and depression decreased and committed action increased in
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participants. These results highlight a complex relationship between restrictions and concerns ™ =™

related to COVID-19 and psychological health; based on the results, the positive impact of
ACT on psychological health was found. Another study has found that from pre-treatment to
post-treatment, symptoms decreased significantly and global functioning as well as quality of
life improved significantly (Rutschman et al., 2023). The differentiation between pre-treatment
and follow-up was significant for clinical symptoms, psychological well-being, and quality of
life. Another study was published in 2022 by Hakansson et al., and the demonstration of
viability for the CBT and ACT interventions in the present study had potential consequences
for the treatment of many patients with the post-COVID syndrome. That actually corresponded
with other studies as well, which showed the provision of social support and ACT can be done
as a preventive effort to maintain the mental health and subjective well-being of COVID-19
patients during the treatment period, both in the hospital setting and independent isolation at
home (Faizah et al., 2021). As well, a study indicated that ACT can be used as an efficient
method to improve the life quality and resilience of those recovered from COVID-19 by
employing six main relationships with the present time: processes of observer self, acceptance,
fusion, value, and committed action (Nodezh et al., 2020).

However, more questions were raised, although it was an applicable intervention, and
studies disclosed that ACT was as effective as other interventions like CBT. The question that
was raised is why ACT was not commonly used during COVID to psychologically treat
patients after being diagnosed with the Corona virus (Mahoney et al., 2021). Moreover, when
it comes to the research field, a gap was found in the current body of scientific knowledge,
warranting further investigation, particularly in the Middle East population and especially in
Saudi Arabia. The question is whether adoptive cultural ACT was used by the practitioners

during COVID, and more research should be conducted to fill this gap.
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Strengths

There are several strengths of the current systematic review, mainly it aimed to evaluate
the effectiveness of the ACT as an intervention in reducing negative symptoms and improving
survivors’ mental and psychological well-being. Such a topic raises questions about the support
that Corona survivors needed and whether they gained that desire support when mentioning
their mental statues at that time or not. Not actually only during that challenging time of their
diagnoses and treatment process, but as showed in studies, the negative impact could continue
several months later. The question is whether mental health was urgent at such times or whether
only their physical recovery was the most important priority for the health providers and
families. This systematic review raises awareness about such an issue. Moreover, this review
could be considered an invitation to practitioners to apply ACT as an intervention for
individuals who faced serious challenges in their lives, especially in such an Islamic culture
community and patients, because it is highly associated to Islamic beliefs about acceptance of
what is happening, and Muslims should hold the firm belief that everything that occurs goes in
accordance with Allah’s decree and His knowledge and will. Which enhance the strong
believes in Allah and empower the Muslims’ faith and satisfaction of the occurred situation

and gave another level of contentment to the patients or individuals through tough times.

Limitations

On the other hand, there are some limitations to the current systematic review; the lack
of studies that were found was limited, and this is another gap in the body of research in the
field that should be considered more by the researchers and the practitioners. Not only is the
sample size in many studies considered small, regardless of the huge number of survivors at
that time. In addition to that the issue of the language where some of the excluded researches

were not in English rather they were wittier in other language, which could be an issue to be
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considered in future research. Additionally, not all studies conducted follow-up outcome
assessments, which might be important and encouraged. Hence, the contributions of the long-

term effect and evaluation could be fundamental.

Future research

In response to the limitation, improvement would definitely be considered in future
research. More studies should be included. Also, a comparison between ACT and other
approaches should be conducted. As well as investigating the effect of adoptive cultural ACT
on other populations than survivors. It is suggested to highlighted number of studies conducted
each year starting from the year of the start of the pandemic (2019) until today, and observe
the change in number of research, whether the number is decreasing or increasing thought the
years. Besides, it is suggested to resume evaluating the use of ACT on other issues, not only
during COVID-19 but other challenging times that individuals are going through, such as war's
casualties, prisoners, refugees, and victims of violence. Another suggestion would be to
consider ACT as one of the innervations that are used among psychotic patients.

It is also suggested to conduct a systematic review that investigate the online based
ACT intervention and its effectiveness on mental health and psychological well-being, because
there are some studies used online interventions, which were also found to be effective
especially because of the lockdown during the pandemic (Kuckertz et al., 2020). However, the
issue about online intervention, is the lack of control in such a situation. However, as is typical
in psychological intervention research, blinding of participants was not possible in online
studies. Similarly, outcome assessors were not blinded to participants’ circumstances in the

online-based intervention’s study due to the self-reported nature of outcome measures.
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Conclusion EFFAT UNIVERSITY

The current systematic review aims to address the effect of adoptive cultural ACT on
improving mental health among Corona survivors. The results concluded that ACT was
beneficial when used among the targeted population, improved their mental health, and reduced
negative symptoms such as anxiety, stress, and depression. Besides, when comparing ACT
with other interventions, such as CBT, they are found to be equally effective and have the same
outcomes as other psychological interventions. Even though, despite the positive findings, due
to the limitation of the number of studies that are included, such a result could be inconclusive,

more studies should be conducted in the area for more accurate findings.
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