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Abstract

Providing mental health counseling and interventions for students is crucial to preventing or addressing
psychological challenges in this vulnerable group and can play a significant role in supporting the university’s
educational objectives. The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of existential group counseling
on distress tolerance and mental vitality in students. The research method was semi-experimental with a pre-
test-post-test design with a control group. The statistical population of this research included all male and
female undergraduate students at Azarbaijan Shahid Madani University who were referred to the University
Counseling Center to receive counseling services in the academic year 2023-2024. Among the interested
students, 30 students were selected by available sampling 15 were randomly assigned to the experimental
group, and 15 to the control group. The data collection tools in this research were Subjective Vitality
Questionnaire (Ryan & Frederick, 1997) and Distress Tolerance Questionnaire (Simons & Gaher, 2005). The
existential group counseling protocol was implemented in 10 sessions of 90 minutes, one session per week for
the experimental group. Multivariate analysis of covariance was used to analyze the data. The research findings
showed that the post-test mean of subjective vitality and distress tolerance in the experimental and control
groups had a significant difference at 0.01. As a result, existential group counseling can be used as an effective
intervention to promote subjective vitality and tolerance of students’ distress.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Admission to university as one of the critical periods for students is associated with substantial changes in
personal, family, and social life. As a result, the provision of mental health counseling and intervention to
students to prevent or treat psychological problems of this sensitive group seems essential and can be
effective in advancing the educational goals set by the university. Moreover, it is claimed that positive
psychological abilities can act as stability factors against the symptoms of psychological distress in facing
the academic needs of students (Sharp & Theiler, 2018).

One of the psychological constructs effective in mental health is distress tolerance, which as a factor beyond
psychiatric diagnoses, increases the probability of creating and maintaining a wide range of psychological
problems (Webb et al., 2020). Distress tolerance involves the ability to tolerate, evaluate, and accept the
emotional state, the emotion regulation style, and the degree of attracting attention through negative
emotions (Bonfils et al., 2018). On the other hand, subjective vitality is another important construct
addressed in the current study, which is somehow tied to the concept of psychological well-being, and refers
to having a positive, energetic, and cheerful state. Thus, a lively person is full of the meaning of life and has
an energy that comes from within the person (Ju, 2017). A review of the literature shows that the constructs
of distress tolerance and subjective vitality play a significant role in the mental health of students. Thus, the
present study aims to address these two important constructs.

One of the group interventions affecting health and enriching life is existential group counseling, which is a
philosophical approach to people and their characters and deals with important life issues. The advantage of
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existential psychotherapy and counseling compared to other approaches is its focus on choices and existing
paths toward personal growth, emphasis on personal responsibilities, awareness of current situations, and a
sense of commitment to decision-making and action. To this end, the present study seeks to investigate the
effectiveness of existential group counseling in distress tolerance and subjective vitality of students.

Methods

Population and sampling

This study adopted a quasi-experimental pre-test-post-test design with a control group. The research
population consisted of all female and male students at Azarbaijan Shahid Madani University in the
academic year 2023-2024 who were completing their bachelor’s program and applied for counseling services
from the university counseling center. A total of 30 students were selected as the participants through
convenience sampling. The selected students were randomly assigned to the intervention and control groups,
each with 15 members. The criteria for enrolment in the study were age between 18 and 25 years old,
completing undergraduate studies, not receiving other counseling and psychotherapy services at the same
time, not receiving drug treatment during the study, and having informed consent. The exclusion criteria
were simultaneous participation in other counseling and psychotherapy programs, absence of more than two
sessions, and declaration of unwillingness to continue participating in the study.

Instruments

The Distress Tolerance Scale (Simons & Gaher, 2005) was used to measure distress tolerance. The scale has 15
items and four subscales. Moreover, the Subjective Vitality Scale (Ryan & Frederick, 1997) was used to assess the
participants’ subjective vitality. The psychometric properties of both questionnaires were assessed and confirmed.

Procedure

The existential intervention protocol in this study was developed by reviewing the literature and existing
interventions. Following the existential psychotherapy textbook (‘Yalom, 1980) and the theory and practice of
humanistic group counseling (Corey, 1995), the content of the protocol was also prepared with a focus on
improving the strengths of the existing protocols and eliminating their shortcomings. Through a notice,
interested students were invited to participate in existential counseling sessions. Then, the applicants were
interviewed and 30 students who met the inclusion criteria were selected and randomly placed into the
intervention and control groups, each with 30 members. Before conducting the intervention, the participants
in both groups completed the items in the Distress Tolerance Scale and Subjective Vitality Scale.

Results

The results of the multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) showed significant differences between the two
intervention and control groups in terms of distress tolerance and subjective vitality (F=64; P<0.01). Analyze of
Covariance (ANCOVA) indicated that existential group counseling was effective in improving distress tolerance
(F=321.05; P<0.01) and subjective vitality (F=122.96; P<0.01) of the participants in the intervention group.

Discussion

The findings from this study showed that existential group counseling is effective in increasing students’ distress
tolerance. Similarly, Esmaeli Ghazivaloii et al. (2017) and Lybbert et al. (2019) confirmed the effectiveness of
existential intervention on distress tolerance in other population groups. Existential counseling, by making deep
changes in people’s vision and their perception of the requirements of living, focuses on accepting suffering as an
inseparable part of human life and seeks to inject the courage to face and fully live in existence through
understanding the meaning of suffering. It can be argued that human is a creature in search of meaning, who seeks
a reason even for their sufferings and pains, and when they get it, accepting the resulting situations and sufferings
is facilitated. Thus, finding meaning in life has a positive relationship with psychological factors and leads to life
satisfaction and psychological well-being (Du Plessis, 2019).

The data in this study also demonstrated the effect of existential group counseling on students’ subjective vitality,
as confirmed by Ghasemi et al. (2024) and Marco et al. (2024). This is to argue that the existential intervention
helped the students in the intervention group develop a deep self-awareness of the basic dimensions and
assumptions of human existence, get out of the passive state in facing the problems of life, and take a responsible
and active stance to have real engagement in life because this approach emphasizes the capacity of individuals to
make good choices and maximize their potential (Thir & Batthyany, 2016).

Conclusion

The findings from the present study indicated that existential group counseling is effective in improving students’
distress tolerance and subjective vitality. The findings of the present study and other similar studies can be used to
promote the mental health of students and help reduce their psychological problems in university counseling centers.
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