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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Emerging adulthood and the transition to
university life are characterized by profound
psychological, social, and identity-related
transformations. Students, particularly in their
early semesters, face a complex array of
challenges as they navigate new academic
demands, interpersonal relationships, and
developmental tasks. This period is often
marked by an increased vulnerability to high-
risk behaviors, such as substance abuse, unsafe
sexual practices, and impulsive actions, which
serve as maladaptive strategies for coping with
stress  and emotional dysregulation.
Concurrently, self-esteem, defined as a stable
and global evaluation of one's worth, plays a
critical protective role during this phase. Low
self-esteem is frequently associated with a
higher propensity for risk-taking and a reduced
capacity to cope with environmental stressors.
While traditional cognitive-behavioral therapies
have been widely used, Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT), a third-wave
behavioral intervention grounded in relational
frame theory, offers a distinct approach. ACT
aims to enhance psychological flexibility by
fostering acceptance of internal experiences and
commitment to value-based actions, rather than
attempting to control or eliminate distressing
thoughts. Given the developmental needs of
young adults, ACT presents a promising
framework for mitigating high-risk behaviors
and bolstering self-worth in university
populations. This study sought to evaluate the
efficacy of a group-based ACT protocol on
reducing high-risk behaviors and increasing
self-esteem among university students.

Methodology

The present study employed a quasi-
experimental design with a pre-test, post-test,
and follow-up structure, including a control
group. The statistical population consisted of all
undergraduate and graduate students at Islamic
Azad University, Neyshabur Branch, during the
first semester of the 1403-2024 academic year.
A convenience sample of 36 students was
selected based on inclusion criteria, such as
elevated scores on risk-taking measures or low
self-esteem, and randomly assigned to either an

experimental group (n = 18) or a control group
(n=18). The experimental group participated in
twelve weekly 90-minute sessions of group
Acceptance and Commitment  Therapy,
following a structured protocol focused on
mindfulness, cognitive defusion, and values
clarification. Data were collected using the
Risk-Taking Behavior Questionnaire (RT-18)
and the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. The RT-
18 is an 18-item self-report instrument with
established validity and reliability (test-retest
reliability = 0.94), measuring both the level of
risk-taking and risk assessment. The Rosenberg
Self-Esteem Scale, a widely used 10-item tool,
demonstrated high internal consistency in this
study (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.917). Data analysis
was performed using descriptive statistics and
repeated measures ANOVA to examine
differences across time points and between
groups, utilizing SPSS version 23.

Finding

The findings revealed significant therapeutic
effects of the ACT intervention. In the
experimental group, the mean score for high-
risk behaviors decreased substantially from the
pre-test (M = 10.17) to the post-test (M = 7.33)
and continued to decline at the follow-up stage
(M = 6.56). In contrast, the control group
showed negligible changes across the three time
points. Repeated measures ANOVA indicated a
significant interaction effect of time and group
for high-risk behaviors, confirming that the
reduction in the experimental group was
statistically significant compared to the control
group. Notably, the analysis suggested that the
significant reduction in risk-taking behaviors
was more pronounced at the follow-up stage,
indicating a delayed but durable effect of the
intervention. Regarding self-esteem, the
experimental group demonstrated a significant
increase from pre-test (M = 23.67) to post-test
(M = 31.78), which was maintained during the
follow-up (M = 31.39). The control group did
not exhibit such significant improvements. The
interaction effect for self-esteem was also
significant, supporting the hypothesis that ACT
effectively enhances self-worth. The results
underscore that the intervention not only
reduced maladaptive behaviors but also fostered
a positive self-evaluation, with effects
persisting over time.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study support the efficacy of
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy as a
sustainable intervention for reducing high-risk
behaviors and enhancing self-esteem among
university students. The decrease in risk-taking
behaviors aligns with the core mechanism of
ACT: increasing psychological flexibility. By
learning to accept internal discomfort without
resorting to avoidance or impulsive actions,
students become less reliant on high-risk
behaviors as regulatory strategies. The delayed
significant effect observed at the follow-up
stage suggests that internalizing these skills
requires time and practice, leading to more
lasting behavioral change. Furthermore, the
significant increase in self-esteem can be
attributed to the therapy's focus on value-based
living and self-compassion. As students clarify
their personal values and commit to actions that
align with them, their sense of self-worth is

reinforced. These findings are consistent with
recent meta-analyses and empirical studies
indicating that ACT effectively reduces
psychological distress and promotes well-being
in young adult populations. The study
highlights the importance of integrating ACT
into university mental health programs as a
proactive strategy to foster resilience and
prevent maladaptive behaviors. However,
limitations such as the use of a convenience
sample and self-report measures suggest that
future research should replicate these findings
with larger, more diverse samples and objective
behavioral measures.
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