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ABSTRACT

Aging is consistently associated with chronic pain and anxiety. While various treatment strat-
egies have been explored, research comparing these approaches specifically for the elderly remains
limited. One such approach considered by therapists is compassion-based treatment. Another method
is the integrated spirituality psychotherapy model, a comprehensive and multifaceted treatment that
incorporates several therapeutic techniques and a spiritual-monotheistic theme. This model aims to re-
store values in the elderly, fostering the integration and consolidation of their entire personality. The
present study was conducted to compare the effectiveness of compassion therapy and integrated spiri-
tual therapy on existential anxiety in elderly individuals experiencing chronic pain.

The present study was designed as an applied, semi-experimental research with
pre-test, post-test, and follow-up phases, including a control group. The statistical population comprised
elderly individuals with chronic pain residing at the Anusha Elderly Center in Tehran during the year 2023.
A sample size of 45 eligible elderly individuals was selected through convenience sampling. These par-
ticipants were then randomly assigned to three groups of 15: group one received compassion therapy,
group two received integrated spiritual therapy, and group three served as the control group, receiving no
intervention. The first experimental group underwent the Paul Gilbert and Russell Colts protocol for com-
passion therapy, while the second experimental group received the Pargament’s integrated spirituality
therapy, incorporating a cognitive-behavioral approach. The control group did not receive any program.
The research instrument was the Existential Anxiety Questionnaire (EAQ). Data analysis was performed
using SPSS 23 software, employing analysis of variance with repeated measures.

ST The results showed that in terms of demographics, the highest frequency within the compas-
sion therapy group (6 people, 40%), spirituality group (7 people, 46.66%), and control group (5 people,
33.33%) was observed in the age range of 76 to 80 years. Also, the effect of time on existential anxiety
scores across the three stages (pre-test, post-test, and follow-up) was significant (P<0.01, F___=4.21),
demonstrating a notable difference in existential anxiety scores between these time points.

[@TEIERT Compassion therapy is more effective than integrated spiritual therapy in reducing existential
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

geing is a natural part of human life. Old age

is an effective and valuable stage in life [1].

The number of older people over 60 years

of age is expected to increase day by day.

The aging period is often accompanied by
numerous chronic pains. Pain is a debilitating condition
that confronts the elderly not only with the pressure of
pain, but also with many other stressors that affect various
parts of their lives. This ultimately leads to demoralization
of the patient, feelings of hopelessness, helplessness, and
depression in the elderly [3]. Studies have shown that old-
er adults are more susceptible to anxiety due to decreased
financial and physical independence, lack of activity and
movement, decreased self-confidence, loss of loved ones
and friends, and chronic illnesses. One of the common
types of anxiety in older adults is existential anxiety. It is
a condition in which an elderly person experiences feel-
ing of worry, anxiety, or fear related to death [4]. Older
adults experience more death anxiety than other people.
Therefore, the inevitable confrontation with death in old
age can be a source of fear and anxiety.

Studies conducted over the past few decades have con-
cluded that existential anxiety becomes evident as the el-
derly get closer to death, such as in the elderly who have
become disabled and ill [5]. Existential anxiety is a con-
scious or unconscious psychological state resulting from
a defense mechanism and occurs when the elderly feel
threatened by death [6]. Since existential anxiety is a mul-
tidimensional construct, it can be said that it affects many
aspects of the lives of the elderly, and with appropriate
intervention, self-care and mental health promotion can
be improved.

This integrated spirituality-oriented psychotherapy
model is a comprehensive, multifaceted therapeutic ap-
proach that integrates several therapeutic methods with
spiritual monotheistic content. It seeks to revive values
in older adults that can integrate and bring coherence to
their personalities as a whole. In this approach, described
as a holistic therapy for older adults, four biological, psy-
chological, social, and spiritual dimensions are addressed
[18]. Whenever one of these dimensions is impaired or
becomes deficient, older adults may experience mental
illness and behavioral abnormalities. However, little at-
tention has been paid to the relationship between religious
and spiritual coping—particularly spiritual coping—and
existential anxiety or pain-coping strategies [19].

Existential anxiety is considered the origin of many
mental disorders [22]. Although extensive research has
been conducted on anxiety, existential anxiety remains
less well understood than other anxiety disorders; conse-
quently, its treatment poses greater challenges. Moreover,
no studies have specifically examined the effectiveness of
self-compassion in reducing existential anxiety. Since ex-
istential anxiety is a multidimensional construct, it can be
argued that it affects many aspects of older adults’ lives.
Therefore, through appropriate intervention, self-care and
the promotion of mental health among older adults can
be improved.

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness
of compassion-focused therapy (CFT) and spiritually
integrated psychotherapy (SIP) on existential anxiety in
Iranian older adults with chronic pain.

Methods & Materials

This is a quasi-experimental study with a pre-test/post-
test/two-month follow-up design. The study population
consists of older adults with chronic pain visited the Anu-
sha Elderly Care Center in Tehran, Iran, in 2023. Based
on Cohen’s table, the required sample for this study was
calculated as 45 (15 per three groups of CFT, SIP, and con-
trol). The instrument was the Existential Anxiety Ques-
tionnaire (EAQ) [23] designed by Weems, Costa, Dehon,
and Berman in 2014 based on Tillich’s theory. This scale
has 13 items and 3 subscales, including death-fate, emp-
tiness-meaninglessness, and guilt-condemnation. The
scoring for this questionnaire is 1 (yes) and 0 (no). The
total score ranges from 13 to 65. The internal consistency
of this tool using Cronbach’s alpha is 0.72 and its test-
retest reliability is also 0.72 [24]. The construct validity
of this test was also confirmed by Weems et al. [24]. The
CFT group received group CFT based on Gilbert’s proto-
col at eight 90-minute sessions. The SIP group received
SIP based on Pargament’s cognitive behavioral theory,
at eight 90-minute sessions. Descriptive statistics (mean,
standard deviation, frequency, percentage) and inferential
statistics (independent T-test, mixed analysis of variance,
Scheffe’s test) were used to analyze the data.

Results

Most of participants in three groups of CFT (n=6, 40%),
SIP (n=7, 46.66%), and control (n=5, 33.33%) were
aged 76-80 years. Also most of them in the SIP group
(n=9, 60%) and control group (n=8, 53.33%) were male,
while in the CFT group, most of them were female (n=8,
53.33%).
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Table 1. The mean EAQ scores in three study groups
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MeantSD
Group
Pre-test Post-test Follow-up
Control 80.36+995.3 45.29+872.4 55.30+395.2
CFT 60.34+926.3 50.25+335.4 40.26+722.2
SIP 60.36+£734.5 35.26+163.5 90.274597.3
SALMAND

In the two experimental groups, the mean EAQ scores
decreased in the post-test and follow-up phases. In the
control group, the decrease was reported only in the post-
test phase; it increased in follow-up phase (Table 1).

The effect of time factor on EAQ scores in the CFT
group was significant (F,,,=5.277, P<0.01), indicating
a significant difference among the three time points. The
effect of time factor on EAQ scores in the SIP group was
also significant (F(1’27):4.210, P<0.01). The difference
between the CFT and SIP groups on existential anxiety
was significant (P=0.033). The CFT increased existential
anxiety more compared to SIP.

Conclusion

The findings of the study showed a significant differ-
ence between the effectiveness of CFT and SIP in reduc-
ing existential anxiety in older adults with chronic pain;
CFT is a more effective than SIP. In this study, it was not
possible to differentiate between older people based on
their social, economic, etc. Based on the results, it is rec-
ommended that CFT be used continuously in older people
with chronic pain to reduce existential anxiety.
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