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Abstract: Mental health disorders represent a significant global health burden, affecting millions of individuals across all age groups
and socioeconomic backgrounds. Traditional mental health interventions have predominantly focused on symptom reduction and
cognitive restructuring. However, emerging evidence highlights the importance of psychological flexibility, acceptance, mindfulness, and
value-driven behavior in promoting mental well-being. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), a third-wave cognitive-behavioral
therapy, has gained increasing recognition for its effectiveness in treating a wide range of psychological disorders and enhancing overall
quality of life. ACT aims to increase psychological flexibility through six core processes: acceptance, cognitive defusion, present-moment
awareness, self-as-context, values clarification, and committed action. Mental health nurses are uniquely positioned to incorporate ACT
principles into therapeutic relationships, patient education, crisis intervention, rehabilitation, and community mental health services. This
review explores the theoretical foundations of ACT, its core principles, evidence-based applications in various psychiatric conditions, and
the evolving role of mental health nurses in implementing ACT-based interventions. The review also discusses challenges, future
directions, and implications for nursing education and clinical practice. Findings indicate that ACT contributes significantly to improved
psychological outcomes, reduced symptom severity, enhanced resilience, and greater patient engagement in recovery-oriented care.
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Introduction

Mental health disorders continue to pose substantial
challenges to healthcare systems worldwide. Conditions
such as depression, anxiety disorders, schizophrenia, bipolar
disorder, substance use disorders, and personality disorders
contribute significantly to disability, reduced quality of life,
and increased healthcare expenditures. The World Health
Organization recognizes mental health as an essential
component of overall health and emphasizes the need for
innovative, evidence-based approaches that address both
symptom management and psychological well-being.

Mental health nursing plays a critical role in promoting
recovery, fostering resilience, and supporting individuals
experiencing mental health challenges. Contemporary
psychiatric nursing increasingly emphasizes person-
centered, recovery-oriented care that extends beyond
symptom reduction and focuses on helping individuals lead
meaningful lives despite ongoing psychological difficulties.
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Within this framework, Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) has emerged as a promising therapeutic
approach.

Developed by Steven C. Hayes and colleagues during the
1980s, ACT belongs to the third wave of cognitive-behavioral
therapies. Unlike traditional cognitive therapies that attempt
to change the content of maladaptive thoughts, ACT
encourages individuals to alter their relationship with
thoughts, emotions, and experiences through acceptance
and mindfulness-based strategies (Hayes et al., 1999). The
primary goal of ACT is to enhance psychological flexibility,
enabling individuals to engage in meaningful activities
aligned with personal values even in the presence of
distressing thoughts and emotions.

As mental health nurses increasingly adopt holistic and
evidence-based interventions, understanding ACT and its
applications has become essential. This review examines the
theoretical ~ underpinnings,  principles,  applications,
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effectiveness, and implications of ACT within mental health
nursing practice.

Historical Development of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy

ACT emerged from behavioral psychology and Relational
Frame Theory (RFT), a modern behavioral theory of human
language and cognition. During the late twentieth century,
researchers recognized limitations in traditional cognitive
approaches that focused heavily on changing dysfunctional
thoughts. While cognitive restructuring demonstrated
effectiveness in many contexts, some individuals continued
to struggle despite successfully identifying and challenging
negative cognitions.

Steven Hayes and colleagues proposed that psychological
suffering often results not from distressing thoughts
themselves but from attempts to avoid, suppress, or control
internal experiences. This concept, known as experiential
avoidance, became a central focus in ACT development
(Hayes et al., 2006).

ACT evolved as an alternative therapeutic model
emphasizing acceptance rather than control of psychological
experiences. Over time, extensive research established ACT
as an evidence-based intervention for various psychological
and physical health conditions. Today, ACT is widely applied
across psychiatric settings, primary care, rehabilitation
programs, educational institutions, and community mental
health services.

Theoretical Foundations of ACT

ACT is grounded in functional contextualism and Relational
Frame Theory. Functional contextualism emphasizes
understanding behavior within its situational context and
focuses on predicting and influencing behavior in ways that
enhance quality of life.

Relational Frame Theory explains how human language
contributes to psychological suffering. Humans naturally
create relationships among concepts, experiences, and
events. While language enables problem-solving and
communication, it can also contribute to rigid thinking
patterns, self-criticism, anxiety, and emotional distress.
Individuals may become entangled with their thoughts,
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treating them as literal truths rather than transient mental
events.

ACT seeks to reduce this entanglement and promote
psychological flexibility. Psychological flexibility refers to the
ability to remain present, open to experiences, and
committed to meaningful actions aligned with personal values
despite emotional discomfort.

Core Principles of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
ACT consists of six interconnected processes that
collectively enhance psychological flexibility.

Acceptance

Acceptance involves actively embracing thoughts, emotions,
memories, and sensations without attempting to avoid,
suppress, or eliminate them. Acceptance does not imply
approval or resignation; rather, it involves acknowledging
experiences as they occur.

In mental health nursing, patients frequently struggle with
painful emotions such as sadness, anxiety, guilt, or fear.
Nurses utilizing ACT principles encourage patients to make
room for these experiences rather than engaging in
avoidance behaviors that may worsen psychological distress.
Cognitive Defusion

Cognitive defusion refers to changing the way individuals
relate to thoughts. Rather than viewing thoughts as absolute
truths, individuals learn to observe them as temporary mental
events.

For example, a patient experiencing depression may think, ‘I
am worthless.” Through defusion techniques, the patient
learns to recognize this as merely a thought rather than an
objective fact. Mental health nurses can facilitate cognitive
defusion through therapeutic conversations and mindfulness
exercises.

Present-Moment Awareness

Mindfulness and present-moment awareness are central
components of ACT. Individuals are encouraged to focus
attention on current experiences rather than becoming
trapped in regrets about the past or worries about the future.
Mental health nurses frequently employ mindfulness-based
interventions to help patients regulate emotions, reduce
stress, and improve self-awareness.

Self-as-Context
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Self-as-context refers to the ability to observe thoughts,
feelings, and experiences from a broader perspective.
Individuals learn that they are not defined by their symptoms,
diagnoses, or emotional states.

This concept is particularly valuable in psychiatric nursing,
where patients may identify strongly with labels such as
“depressed,” “anxious,” or “schizophrenic.” ACT encourages
recognition of a stable sense of self that transcends
psychological experiences.

Values Clarification

Values represent personally meaningful life directions that
guide behavior. ACT helps individuals identify core values
related to relationships, education, work, spirituality, health,
and personal growth.

Mental health nurses can assist patients in exploring values
that support recovery and long-term well-being. Values
clarification often enhances motivation and treatment
engagement.

Committed Action

Committed action involves taking purposeful steps toward
valued goals despite psychological barriers. Patients are
encouraged to engage in behaviors consistent with personal
values even when experiencing discomfort.

Mental health nurses play an important role in supporting
goal setting, behavioral activation, and recovery planning
through ACT-informed interventions.

Psychological Flexibility: The Central Goal of ACT
Psychological flexibility is considered the cornerstone of
mental health and resilience. Individuals with high
psychological flexibility can adapt effectively to changing
circumstances, tolerate distress, and pursue meaningful
activities despite challenges.

Research consistently demonstrates that psychological
flexibility is associated with lower levels of anxiety,
depression, stress, and emotional dysregulation. Conversely,
psychological inflexibility is linked to various psychological
disorders and reduced quality of life (Kashdan & Rottenberg,
2010).

Mental health nursing interventions aimed at enhancing
psychological flexibility can significantly improve patient
outcomes across diverse clinical populations.
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Applications of ACT in Mental Health Nursing

Mental health nurses increasingly integrate ACT principles
into clinical practice due to its adaptability and effectiveness.
ACT in Depression Management

Depression is characterized by persistent sadness,
hopelessness, reduced motivation, and impaired functioning.
Traditional approaches often focus on modifying negative
thoughts. ACT complements these interventions by helping
individuals accept depressive experiences while continuing
engagement in meaningful activities.

Mental health nurses can use ACT techniques to reduce
rumination, promote behavioral activation, and support value-
based action. Studies indicate that ACT significantly reduces
depressive symptoms and improves psychological
functioning.

ACT in Anxiety Disorders

Anxiety disorders involve excessive fear, worry, and
avoidance behaviors. Attempts to control anxiety frequently
intensify distress. ACT encourages acceptance of anxious
thoughts and sensations while promoting engagement in
valued activities.

Nurses working with individuals experiencing generalized
anxiety disorder, panic disorder, social anxiety disorder, or
phobias can use ACT interventions to reduce avoidance and
enhance coping skills.

ACT in Schizophrenia and Psychosis

ACT has shown promise in managing psychotic symptoms.
Rather than challenging hallucinations or delusions directly,
ACT teaches individuals to alter their relationship with these
experiences.

Mental health nurses can assist patients in observing
psychotic experiences without excessive engagement or
distress. Research suggests ACT may reduce hospitalization
rates, improve functioning, and enhance treatment
adherence among individuals with psychosis.

ACT in Substance Use Disorders

Substance use often functions as an avoidance strategy for
managing emotional pain. ACT addresses experiential
avoidance by encouraging acceptance of cravings and
emotional discomfort.
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Mental health nurses working in addiction services can
incorporate ACT techniques to improve relapse prevention,
strengthen motivation, and support long-term recovery.

ACT in Personality Disorders

Individuals with personality disorders frequently experience
emotional dysregulation, interpersonal difficulties, and
identity  disturbances. ACT interventions  promote
mindfulness, acceptance, and values-based living.

Mental health nurses can use ACT principles to help patients
develop healthier coping strategies and improve
interpersonal functioning.

ACT in Trauma and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
Trauma survivors often experience intrusive memories,
emotional distress, and avoidance behaviors. ACT supports
recovery by promoting acceptance of traumatic experiences
while facilitating meaningful engagement in life activities.
Mental health nurses can integrate ACT into trauma-informed
care to enhance resilience and reduce psychological
suffering.

ACT in Child and Adolescent Mental Health

ACT interventions have demonstrated effectiveness among
children and adolescents experiencing anxiety, depression,
behavioral problems, and stress-related disorders.

Mental health nurses working in pediatric and adolescent
psychiatric settings can adapt ACT techniques using age-

appropriate language, creative activities, and family
involvement.

ACT in Older Adult Mental Health

Older adults frequently encounter chronic iliness,

bereavement, social isolation, and functional limitations. ACT
promotes adaptation to age-related challenges through
acceptance and value-driven living.

Mental health nurses caring for older adults can use ACT to
improve emotional well-being, life satisfaction, and coping
abilities.

Role of Mental Health Nurses in ACT Implementation
Mental health nurses occupy a unique position within
multidisciplinary mental health teams. Their frequent patient
contact allows them to integrate ACT principles throughout
various stages of care.
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Therapeutic communication forms the foundation of ACT-
informed nursing practice. Through empathic listening and
collaborative dialogue, nurses help patients explore values,
identify avoidance patterns, and develop psychological
flexibility.

Patient education represents another important nursing
responsibility. Nurses can teach mindfulness skills,
acceptance strategies, and value-based goal-setting
techniques that promote recovery and self-management.

In inpatient psychiatric settings, ACT-informed interventions
can support crisis stabilization, emotional regulation, and
discharge planning. In community settings, nurses can
facilitate ACT-based group programs that enhance resilience
and social functioning.

Mental health nurses also contribute to interdisciplinary
treatment planning by incorporating ACT principles into
individualized care plans.

ACT-Based Interventions Used by Mental Health Nurses
Several practical interventions derived from ACT can be
incorporated into nursing care.

Mindfulness exercises help patients develop present-
moment awareness and emotional regulation. Breathing
exercises, body scans, and mindful observation techniques
are commonly used.

Values exploration activities enable patients to identify
meaningful life directions and establish recovery goals.
Metaphors, a distinctive feature of ACT, facilitate
understanding of complex psychological concepts. Examples
include the “Passengers on the Bus” metaphor and the “Tug-
of-War with a Monster” metaphor.

Behavioral activation encourages participation in meaningful
activities despite emotional discomfort. Nurses can support
gradual engagement in valued behaviors.

Acceptance exercises teach patients to acknowledge
emotions without judgment or resistance, reducing
experiential avoidance and psychological distress.
Evidence Supporting ACT in Mental Health Care

A growing body of evidence supports the effectiveness of
ACT across diverse clinical populations. Meta-analyses
indicate that ACT produces significant improvements in
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anxiety, depression, chronic pain, substance use disorders,
and psychological well-being (A-Tjak et al., 2015).

Research demonstrates that ACT is comparable to traditional
cognitive-behavioral therapy for many psychological
conditions while offering unique benefits related to
psychological flexibility and mindfulness.

Studies  involving  psychiatric  populations  show
improvements in symptom severity, treatment adherence,
emotional regulation, quality of life, and recovery outcomes.
ACT-based interventions delivered by nurses have also
demonstrated positive effects in both inpatient and
community settings.

The increasing evidence base supports the integration of
ACT into routine mental health nursing practice.

Benefits of ACT in Mental Health Nursing

ACT offers several advantages within nursing practice. Its
emphasis on acceptance reduces the struggle against
unavoidable emotional experiences. The focus on values
promotes patient empowerment and person-centered care.
ACT aligns closely with recovery-oriented mental health
models that prioritize meaningful living rather than symptom
elimination alone.

The flexibility of ACT allows adaptation across different
settings, age groups, and diagnostic categories.
Furthermore, ACT techniques can be incorporated into brief
nursing interactions, making them practical in busy clinical
environments.

ACT also contributes to enhanced therapeutic relationships
by fostering empathy, collaboration, and respect for patient
autonomy.

Challenges and Limitations

Despite its advantages, ACT implementation presents
several challenges. Effective delivery requires specialized
training and supervision. Some nurses may have limited
exposure to ACT principles during their formal education.
Time constraints, staffing shortages, and organizational
barriers may hinder integration into routine clinical practice.
Additionally, certain patients may initially struggle with
acceptance concepts, particularly when experiencing severe
psychological distress.
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Although evidence supporting ACT continues to expand,
further large-scale randomized controlled trials are needed to
strengthen the evidence base for specific psychiatric
populations and nursing-led interventions.

Implications for Nursing Education and Research

The growing relevance of ACT highlights the need for
enhanced education and training within nursing curricula.
Undergraduate and postgraduate nursing programs should
incorporate ACT principles alongside other evidence-based
psychotherapeutic approaches.

Continuing professional development programs can equip
practicing nurses with skills necessary for ACT-informed
care. Simulation-based learning, workshops, and supervised
clinical practice may facilitate competency development.
Future research should examine long-term outcomes of
nursing-led  ACT  interventions,  cost-effectiveness,
implementation strategies, and culturally adapted ACT
models. Additional studies are needed to evaluate ACT
applications in diverse healthcare settings and populations.
Future Directions

The future of ACT in mental health nursing appears
promising. Advances in digital health technologies have
facilitated the development of online ACT programs, mobile
applications, and telehealth-based interventions. These
innovations may expand access to evidence-based mental
health care.

Integration of ACT with recovery-oriented, trauma-informed,
and person-centered care models offers opportunities for
comprehensive mental health services. Emerging research
exploring ACT in chronic disease management, caregiver
support, and healthcare workforce resilience further
broadens its potential applications.

Mental health nurses are likely to play increasingly important
roles in delivering ACT-informed interventions across
healthcare systems.

Conclusion

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy represents a
transformative approach within contemporary mental health
care. By emphasizing psychological flexibility, acceptance,
mindfulness, values clarification, and committed action, ACT
offers a holistic framework for addressing psychological
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suffering while promoting meaningful living. Mental health
nurses are uniquely positioned to implement ACT principles
through therapeutic communication, patient education,
recovery planning, and interdisciplinary collaboration.
Evidence demonstrates that ACT effectively improves
outcomes across a wide range of psychiatric conditions,
including depression, anxiety, psychosis, substance use
disorders, trauma-related disorders, and personality
disorders. Although challenges related to training and
implementation remain, the integration of ACT into mental
health nursing practice has significant potential to enhance
patient-centered, recovery-oriented care.  Continued
research, education, and clinical innovation will further
strengthen the role of ACT as a valuable therapeutic
approach within modern psychiatric nursing.
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