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Abstract

Background: Aging is associated with numerous psychological
challenges, including death anxiety, which may reduce quality of life.
Compassion- and meaning-based psychotherapeutic interventions, as
effective approaches for managing negative emotions, may have the
potential to reduce death anxiety among older adults.

Method: The present study employed a pretest-posttest-follow-up
design with a control group. The statistical population consisted of older
adults residing in nursing homes in Karaj in 2025. A total of 45
participants were selected through convenience sampling; however, this
number decreased to 42 during the intervention. Participants were then
randomly assigned to three groups: compassion-focused therapy (CFT)
(n=13; 10 women and 3 men; mean age = 67.31 + 5.44 years), meaning
therapy (n=14; 10 women and 4 men; mean age=67.79 * 3.91 years), and
the control group (n=15; 11 women and 4 men; mean age = 67.27 + 5.22
years). The interventions were delivered in eight 90-minute group
sessions based on Frankl’s meaning therapy protocol and Gilbert's CFT
protocol. Death anxiety was assessed using Templer's Death Anxiety
Scale, and the data were analyzed using univariate analysis of covariance
and the LSD post hoc test.

Results: The findings showed that both CFT and meaning therapy
significantly reduced death anxiety among older adults compared with
the control group at the posttest and follow-up stages (p<.001). The
results of the univariate analysis of covariance indicated a significant
difference between the experimental and control groups (F=98.50,
p<.001). However, the results of the LSD post hoc test showed no
significant difference between the effectiveness of CFT and meaning
therapy (p=.096). Moreover, the significant maintenance of the
intervention effects at the follow-up stage indicated the sustained
effectiveness of both therapeutic approaches in reducing death anxiety
among older adults.

Conclusion: Therefore, it is recommended that mental health
professionals use these therapeutic models to improve quality of life and
reduce existential fears in this age group. These findings highlight the
importance of compassion- and meaning-focused interventions in the
aging process.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

eath anxiety is one of the most

important psychological

challenges in old age and may be
associated with reduced psychological
calmness, a sense of insecurity, concerns
about the future, and lower quality of
life. Older adults, particularly those
living in residential care facilities, may
be more vulnerable to death-related
thoughts and emotions due to the
specific conditions of this stage of life.
Therefore, reducing death anxiety, as an
important variable in older adults’
mental  health, requires
attention in therapeutic interventions.
In this regard, compassion-focused
therapy may help reduce death anxiety
by decreasing self-criticism, enhancing
self-kindness, and improving emotional
regulation. Meaning therapy, through its
emphasis on finding meaning, purpose,
and value in life, may also modify older
adults’ attitudes toward suffering, loss,
and death and thereby reduce the
intensity of death anxiety. It appears
that both approaches may be effective in
reducing death anxiety among older

serious

adults; however, their levels of
effectiveness may not be identical, and
each may influence this variable
through different
Accordingly, the present study aimed to

mechanisms.

compare the effectiveness of
compassion-focused therapy and
meaning therapy on death anxiety
among older adults.

Method

This  study
experimental pretest-posttest-follow-

employed a quasi-

up design with a control group. The
statistical population included all older
adults residing in private and public
nursing homes in Karaj during the
second half of 2025. Sampling was
conducted using a
sampling method. Following initial
screening, 45 eligible older adults were
selected and randomly assigned to three
groups: compassion-focused therapy,
meaning therapy, and control. Due to
attrition, the final number of
participants was 13 in the compassion-
focused therapy group, 14 in the
meaning therapy group, and 15 in the
control group. The inclusion criteria
were age 65 years or older, sufficient
physical health, a score of 24 or higher
on the Mini-Mental State Examination
(MMSE), and willingness to participate
in the study. The exclusion criteria

convenience

included severe psychiatric disorder or
advanced cognitive impairment, use of
psychiatric medication during the
previous three months, experience of
severe stressful life events, and
unwillingness to continue participation.
The research instrument was Templer’s
Death Anxiety Scale, which consists of
four main subscales. The interventions
included two therapeutic programs:
compassion-focused therapy based on
Gilbert’s protocol and meaning therapy
based on Frankl’'s principles. Both
interventions were delivered in eight
90-minute group sessions, while the
control group received no intervention.
All sessions were conducted at the
nursing home facilities while observing
ethical principles and obtaining
informed consent. For data analysis,
descriptive indices were first calculated,
and then analysis of covariance and the
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LSD test were used to evaluate the
effectiveness of the treatments.

Results

Examination of background variables
showed that the groups were
homogeneous in terms of age (p =.252),
gender (p = .943), education (p = .835),
and marital status (p .814). The
assumptions of normality (Z = .981),
homogeneity of variances at posttest (p
> .05) and follow-up (p > .05), and
homogeneity of regression slopes at
posttest (p >.05) and follow-up (p >.05)
were confirmed. The results of
univariate analysis of covariance at the
posttest stage, after controlling for
pretest scores, that the
interventions had a significant effect on
reducing death anxiety among older
adults, F(2, 41) = 98.50, p < .001, n? =
.82. The results of the LSD post hoc test
at this stage indicated a significant
in the

showed

reduction in death anxiety

Table 1

compassion-focused therapy group
compared with the control group (mean
difference = -13.35, p <.001) and in the
meaning therapy group compared with
the control group (mean difference = -
18.11, p <.001). However, the difference
between the two experimental groups
was not significant (p = .096). At the
follow-up stage, the results of analysis of
covariance also showed a significant
group difference, F (2, 41) = 79.15, p <
.001, n? = .82. The LSD test confirmed the
maintenance of reduced death anxiety
compared with the control group for
both the compassion-focused therapy
group (mean difference = -12.05, p <
.001) and the meaning therapy group
(mean difference = -16.15, p < .001),
while the difference between the two
interventions remained non-significant
(p .115). Overall, both therapeutic
approaches demonstrated comparable
and sustained effectiveness in reducing
death anxiety among older adults.

Results of ANCOVA comparing group differences in death anxiety scores

at posttest and follow-up

Source SS df MS F p n? Power
Posttest
Pretest 1245.60 1 1245.60 112.40 .001 .73 1.00
Group 2180.30 2 1090.15 98.50 .001 .82 1.00
Error 454.40 41 11.08
84850.00 45
Follow-up
Pretest 1180.20 1 1180.20 95.80 .001 .73 1.00
Group 1950.40 2 975.20 79.15 .001 .82 1.00
Error 505.14 41 12.32
81240.00 45
Conclusion therapy and meaning therapy on death

The present study aimed to compare the
effectiveness of compassion-focused

anxiety among older adults. The results
showed that both therapeutic
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approaches significantly reduced death
anxiety compared with the control
group, and these effects were maintained
at the follow-up stage. These findings
indicate that compassion- and meaning-
based psychotherapeutic interventions
can play an effective role in reducing
death-related existential concerns and
fears among older adults and may
contribute to improving mental health in
this age group.

In explaining these findings, compassion-
focused therapy may help older adults
cope more adaptively with the
limitations and vulnerabilities of aging
by strengthening self-kindness, reducing
self-criticism, and
psychological safety, thereby reducing
death-related anxiety. On the other hand,
meaning therapy, by emphasizing the
discovery of meaning and purpose in life
even under difficult circumstances, may
help older adults develop a more
adaptive attitude toward suffering,

increasing

limitation, and the end of life. Such an
approach may enhance internal control
and hope for life and consequently
reduce fear of death.

The results also showed that although
the overall effectiveness of the two
approaches in reducing the total score of
death anxiety did not differ significantly,
differences were observed in some
components of death anxiety, suggesting
that these two approaches may operate
through different mechanisms. Overall,
the findings of the present study indicate
that both interventions can be used as

effective and practical approaches in
psychological programs within nursing
homes and may help promote mental
health and quality of life among older
adults.
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