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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of emotion-regulation training and existential
psychotherapy in enhancing self-esteem among older adults living in a nursing home. This
applied study used a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group and a
three-month follow-up. The statistical population consisted of older adults aged 65 to 84 years
residing in Aseman Nursing Home in Tehran in 2026. Based on G*Power estimation and
allowance for possible attrition, 60 eligible participants were selected through convenience
sampling and randomly assigned to three groups of 20: existential psychotherapy, emotion
regulation, and control. The two intervention groups received eight 90-minute group sessions,
whereas the control group received no specific intervention during the study period. Self-
esteem was assessed using the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory at pretest, posttest, and
three-month follow-up. Data were analyzed using repeated-measures analysis of variance and
Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons. The results showed a significant main effectof time
on self-esteem, F = 36.32, p < 0.001, partial n? = 0.39. The main effect of group was not
statistically significant, F = 1.57, p = 0.21, partial n2 = 0.05; however, the time-by-group
interaction was significant, F = 7.53, p = 0.010, partial 12 = 0.21. Bonferroni comparisons
indicated significant increases in self-esteem from pretest to posttest (MD = 1.36, p = 0.003),
from pretest to follow-up (MD = 2.68, p < 0.001), and from posttest to follow-up (MD =1.31,
p < 0.001). Both emotion-regulation training and existential psychotherapy were associated
with sustained improvements in self-esteem among older adults, although no definitive
superiority of either intervention was established.

Keywords: Self-esteem, Emotion regulation, Existential psychotherapy, Older adults, Nursing
home.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Population aging has intensified attention to the psychological conditions that support healthy adaptation in
later life, particularly among older adults residing in nursing homes. Aging is associated not only with
biological changes but also with substantial alterations in social roles, interpersonal relationships,
independence, perceived competence, and self-concept. These changes may become particularly salient when
older adults move from their own homes or family environments into institutional settings. Nursing home
placement can involve reduced autonomy, loss of previously meaningful roles, separation from familiar social
networks, and greater dependence on others for daily needs. Such circumstances may affect how older adults
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evaluate themselves and may place their self-esteem at risk. Research on self-perceptions of aging indicates
that the way older individuals interpret aging and their own position within the aging process is closely related
to psychological adjustment and well-being (Hausknecht et al., 2020; Tully-Wilson et al., 2021).
Self-esteem refers to a person’s overall evaluation of self-worth, competence, and personal value. Rather than
being completely stable across adulthood, self-esteem remains sensitive to significant life events, changes in
social roles, interpersonal experiences, perceived control, and the meaning attributed to personal transitions.
Life events can influence self-esteem by altering individuals’ sense of competence, belonging, acceptance,
autonomy, and control (Reitz, 2022). These mechanisms are especially relevant in later life, when retirement,
bereavement, physical limitations, declining independence, and relocation to residential care may challenge
established sources of identity and self-worth. Nevertheless, evidence indicates that self-esteem remains
modifiable through psychological intervention. A systematic review and meta-analysis of self-esteem
interventions in adults demonstrated that structured psychological programs can produce meaningful
improvements in self-esteem (Niveau et al., 2021). Similarly, psychoeducational interventions among older
residents of institutional settings have been associated with improvements in self-esteem, suggesting that
psychological resources can be strengthened even under conditions of residential dependency (Maheshwari
et al., 2021).

One potentially effective pathway for improving self-esteem is emotion regulation. Emotion regulation
encompasses the processes through which individuals influence which emotions they experience, when those
emotions occur, and how they are interpreted, expressed, or modified. The process model of emotion regulation
identifies several points at which emotional responses may be regulated, including situation selection, situation
modification, attentional deployment, cognitive change, and response modulation (Gross, 2007). Later
developments in this framework have emphasized that successful emotion regulation depends not merely on
the habitual use of a particular strategy but also on regulatory flexibility, contextual demands, individual goals,
and the timing of strategy implementation (Gross, 2015). Emotion-regulation skills can therefore help older
adults respond more adaptively to loss, frustration, loneliness, interpersonal difficulties, and perceived
reductions in autonomy.

Emotion regulation has particular relevance in later adulthood because the goals and contexts of emotional
regulation may change with age. Older adults may increasingly prioritize emotional balance, meaningful
experiences, and avoidance of unnecessary conflict, making the appropriateness and timing of emotion-
regulation strategies especially important (Isaacowitz & English, 2024). Research among older nursing home
residents has also indicated that emotion-regulation patterns are related to psychological functioning and may
differ according to vulnerability to emotional problems (Nagel et al., 2024). Moreover, meta-analytic evidence
suggests that emotion-oriented approaches can improve psychological outcomes among older adults (Lin et
al., 2024). Skills-based interventions targeting awareness of emotions, cognitive reappraisal, problem solving,
attentional control, relaxation, and adaptive emotional expression may increase perceived mastery over internal
experiences. Such improvements may strengthen perceived competence and thereby contribute to more
positive self-evaluation (Neacsiu et al., 2014).

A second pathway relevant to self-esteem in later life concerns existential meaning-making. Aging often brings
individuals into closer contact with questions concerning mortality, loneliness, freedom, responsibility,
personal values, life review, and the meaning of past and present experiences. Purpose and meaning in life are
recognized as important psychological resources in older adulthood, and a systematic review has demonstrated
that purpose in life is associated with multiple personal, social, and health-related determinants among older
adults (AshaRani et al., 2022). Meaning-making may become even more important when individuals face
irreversible limitations ormajor transitions, because it allows them to reinterpret difficult experiences, preserve
continuity of identity, and identify enduring sources of personal value. Recent integrative evidence indicates
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that older adults facing life-limiting circumstances engage in meaning-making through processes involving
identity reconstruction, relationships, values, legacy, acceptance, and reinterpretation of life experiences
(Edwards et al., 2026).

These concerns are particularly pertinent to older adults living in institutional care. Qualitative evidence among
Muslim older adults residing in nursing homes has highlighted spiritual and existential needs involving
meaning, hope, dignity, relationships, inner peace, and preparation for death (Jadidi et al., 2022). Likewise,
psychosocial research has emphasized older adults’ needs for respect, autonomy, social connection,
participation, security, and a sustained sense of personal value (Balouchi et al.,, 2025). Existential
psychotherapy addresses many of these concerns by helping individuals confront limitations, clarify personal
values, accept responsibility where choice remains possible, develop more authentic relationships, and
reconstruct a sense of meaning despite circumstances that cannot be changed. Meta-analytic evidence indicates
that existential therapies, particularly meaning-oriented approaches, canimprove psychological outcomes (Vos
etal., 2015). Programs explicitly designed to enhance meaning in life among older residents of assisted-living
facilities have also produced favorable psychological effects (Lertsuwan et al., 2025).

Emotion regulation and existential psychotherapy may therefore promote self-esteem through different but
potentially complementary mechanisms. Emotion-regulation training may increase self-esteem by improving
emotional mastery, reducing maladaptive reactions, and strengthening perceived competence in coping with
stressful experiences. Existential psychotherapy may influence self-esteem by helping older adults reconstruct
identity, recognize enduring personal value, accept limitations without equating them with worthlessness, and
develop a meaningful interpretation of their lives. Programs promoting empowerment and adjustment in
nursing home residents further suggest that enhancing perceived control, participation, and psychological
resources can facilitate adaptation to institutional life (Chang & Park, 2012). Psychological well-being in later
life is likewise closely associated with self-acceptance, purpose, and adaptive functioning (Khanehkashi &
Asghari, 2024). Despite these findings, direct comparisons of emotion-regulation and existential interventions
with self-esteem as the principal outcome among nursing home residents remain limited. Therefore, the present
study aimed to compare the effectiveness of emotion-regulation training and existential psychotherapy in
enhancing self-esteem among older adults living in a nursing home.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group and a three-
month follow-up. The statistical population consisted of older adults aged 65 to 84 years residing in Aseman
Nursing Home in Tehran in 2026. Sample size was estimated using G*Power based on three study groups,
three measurement occasions, a significance level of 0.05, statistical power of 0.95, and an effect size of 0.25.
Although the initial minimum sample size was estimated at 54 participants, 60 individuals were recruited to
compensate for potential attrition. Participants were selected through convenience sampling after assessment
of eligibility and provision of informed consent and were then randomly allocated to three groups of 20
participants: an existential psychotherapy group, an emotion-regulation group, and a control group. Eligibility
criteria included an age between 65 and 84 years, adequate physical and cognitive ability to participate in group
sessions, absence of a severe or active psychiatric disorder, sufficient literacy to complete the study measure,
and willingness to attend the intervention sessions regularly. Exclusion criteria included participation in other
potentially influential psychological treatments, absence from more than two intervention sessions,
development of a serious psychiatric or acute physical condition, withdrawal of consent, or failure to complete
the required assessments.

Self-esteem was assessed using the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory. The instrument contains 58
dichotomously scored items and provides an overall self-esteem score, with higher scores indicating greater
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self-esteem. Assessments were conducted at pretest, immediately following the interventions, and at a three-
month follow-up.

Both experimental interventions consisted of eight 90-minute group sessions. The emotion-regulation program
included psychoeducation about emotions, identification of emotional responses and vulnerabilities, situation
selection and modification, problem solving, attentional deployment, management of rumination, mindfulness
exercises, cognitive reappraisal, adaptive emotional expression, relaxation, response modulation, and
consolidation of learned skills. The existential psychotherapy program addressed fundamental existential
themes including mortality, personal meaning, values, existential loneliness, freedom, choice, responsibility,
self-acceptance, limitations, past experiences, authentic relationships, intimacy, and strategies for maintaining
meaning and purposeful living. The control group did not receive either study intervention during the
intervention period.

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and repeated-measures analysis of variance. Normality was
examined with the Shapiro-Wilk test and homogeneity of variances with Levene’s test. Equality of covariance
matrices and the sphericity assumption were also examined. Because the sphericity assumption was violated,
the Greenhouse-Geisser correction was applied. Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons were subsequently
conducted. Statistical significance was set at 0.05, and partial eta squared was reported as the effect-size index.
Findings

The final sample consisted of 60 older adults, with 20 participants in each group. Of the total sample, 27
participants were women and 33 were men. Mean age was 65.68 years (SD = 3.58) in the existential
psychotherapy group, 74.15 years (SD = 9.63) in the emotion-regulation group, and 71.40 years (SD = 6.55)
in the control group.

Descriptive findings indicated progressive improvement in self-esteem in both intervention groups. In the
existential psychotherapy group, mean self-esteem increased from 29.90 (SD = 9.19) at pretest to 32.85 (SD =
7.89) at posttestand 33.90 (SD =7.67) at follow-up. In the emotion-regulation group, the corresponding means
were 29.95 (SD =7.74), 31.30 (SD =5.76), and 33.50 (SD =5.90). In contrast, the control group showed little
change, with means of 27.80 (SD = 10.01) at pretest, 27.60 (SD = 10.16) at posttest, and 28.30 (SD = 10.01)
at follow-up.

The Shapiro-Wilk test supported the assumption of normality in all three groups, and Levene’s test was
nonsignificant, F(2, 57) =3.10, p = 0.06, indicating homogeneity of variances. Box’s M was significant, Box’s
M =54.35, F =4.18, p<0.001, and Mauchly’s test indicated violation of sphericity, W =0.39, ¥*(2) = 52.46,
p < 0.001; therefore, Greenhouse-Geisser-adjusted estimates were used.

Repeated-measures analysis revealed a significant main effect of time on self-esteem, F = 36.32, p < 0.001,
partial 1= 0.39. The main effect of group was not statistically significant, F =1.57, p=0.21, partial n*>=0.05.
Importantly, the time-by-group interaction was significant, F=7.53, p=0.010, partial n>= 0.21, demonstrating
that the trajectory of self-esteem across the three measurement occasions differed among the groups.
Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons showed that self-esteem increased significantly from pretest to
posttest, with a mean difference of 1.36 points (SE = 0.40, p = 0.003). The difference between pretest and
follow-up was also significant, with a mean difference of 2.68 points (SE = 0.33, p < 0.001). Furthermore,
self-esteem increased significantly from posttest to follow-up, with a mean difference of 1.31 points (SE =
0.16, p <0.001). The descriptive pattern indicated that these improvements occurred predominantly in the two
intervention groups, whereas the control group remained relatively stable.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that self-esteem changed significantly over time and that the pattern of change
differed across the intervention and control conditions. Both existential psychotherapy and emotion-regulation
training were associated with increases in self-esteem, whereas the control group showed only minimal
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fluctuation. The significant time-by-group interaction is particularly important because it indicates that the
observed improvement cannot be interpreted simply as a general effect of repeated measurement or passage of
time. Instead, the trajectories suggest that participation in the psychological interventions contributed to the
improvement in self-esteem.

The effect of emotion-regulation training may be explained by increased perceived control over internal
experiences. Older adults living in nursing homes may frequently encounter emotionally demanding situations
involving loneliness, dependency, frustration, interpersonal tension, physical limitations, and loss of former
roles. When individuals learn to identify emotional triggers, reinterpret distressing situations, reduce
rumination, shift attention, solve problems, and express emotions more adaptively, they may begin to
experience themselves as more capable and effective. This increased sense of emotional competence can
strengthen self-respect and reduce the tendency to interpret distress as evidence of personal weakness. The
continued increase in self-esteem through follow-up suggests that the learned regulatory skills may have
remained applicable in daily life after the structured sessions ended.

The effect of existential psychotherapy can be interpreted through a different pathway. Nursing home residents
may experience diminished self-worth when their identity has previously depended heavily on occupational,
family, physical, or social roles that are no longer available to the same extent. Existential work may help older
adults distinguish personal worth from functional capacity and recognize that meaning, dignity, responsibility,
relationships, and personal values can remain significant despite aging-related limitations. Exploring mortality,
loneliness, choice, past experiences, and sources of meaning may enable participants to integrate difficult life
experiences into a more coherent self-narrative. Such reconstruction may provide a more stable basis for self-
esteem than reliance solely on roles or abilities that may decline with age.

The nonsignificant main effect of group should be interpreted carefully. It does not indicate that the
interventions were ineffective; rather, it suggests that when scores were averaged across all three measurement
occasions, overall differences between groups were insufficient to reach statistical significance. Because
participants began with relatively comparable self-esteem scores and the interventions exerted their influence
over time, the significant interaction between time and group provides the more informative test of
intervention-related change. The pattern of means further suggests that existential psychotherapy produced a
somewhat larger immediate increase at posttest, whereas emotion-regulation training continued to show
improvement by follow-up. However, the present data do not support a definitive conclusion that one
intervention was superior to the other.

Another noteworthy finding was the significant increase from posttest to three-month follow-up. Rather than
merely maintaining immediate treatment gains, self-esteem continued to improve. This pattern may indicate a
delayed consolidation process. Skills learned during emotion-regulation training may require repeated
application before becoming integrated into everyday coping, while existential insights may continue to
develop as participants reflect on personal values, relationships, and life experiences after the formal
intervention has ended. Thus, the interventions may have initiated psychological processes that continued
beyond the treatment period.

Overall, the study indicates that both emotion-regulation training and existential psychotherapy are promising
group-based approaches for improving self-esteem among nursing home residents. The two interventions
appear to operate through distinct but potentially complementary mechanisms: emotion-regulation training
may strengthen self-esteem through emotional competence and perceived mastery, whereas existential
psychotherapy may promote self-worth through meaning-making, acceptance, identity reconstruction, and
recognition of enduring personal value. The findings also demonstrate the importance of addressing
psychological needs in institutional care rather than limiting services to physical and custodial support.
Incorporating structured psychological interventions into nursing home programs may contribute to
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maintaining dignity, psychological agency, and a more positive sense of self in later life. In conclusion, both
emotion-regulation and existential interventions were associated with meaningful and sustained improvements
in self-esteem among older adults living in a nursing home, although no definitive superiority of either
intervention over the other was established.
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