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Abstract

Background. Health practice is essential for a successful pregnancy; however,
women with unplanned pregnancies often face psychological barriers that
frequently disrupt health practices, thereby increasing the likelihood of adverse
maternal and fetal outcomes. Accordingly, to identify the impact of psychological-
based interventions in this context, the present study was designed and conducted to
examine the effect of meaning-centered counseling on health practices of women
with unplanned pregnancies.

Methods. This randomized controlled clinical trial was conducted with the
participation of 52 women experiencing unplanned pregnancy in Tabriz, Iran, from
January to September 2024. Written informed consent was obtained from all
participants, and participants with gestational age between 16 and 24 weeks were
randomly assigned into two groups (1:1 ratio) using RAS software and blocks of 4
and 6. The participants in the control group received standard prenatal care, while
the participants in the intervention group attended five weekly sessions of group
meaning-centered therapy (each session lasting 60-90 minutes). Health practices
were assessed before and 4 weeks after the intervention using a validated
questionnaire. Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26.

Results. Findings indicated no statistically significant differences in demographic
characteristics between the intervention and control groups. The results of the
ANCOVA test showed that after the intervention, the mean health practice score in
the counseling group was significantly higher than in the control group (adjusted
mean difference: 33.35; 95% CI: 29.76-36.95; P=0.001).

Conclusion. Meaning-centered therapy can be an effective treatment option for
improving health practices among women with unplanned pregnancies. By helping
women find meaning in their circumstances, this counseling approach may
empower them to actively engage in prenatal care and achieve better health
outcomes for themselves and their fetus.

Practical Implications. Identifying effective and appropriate counseling approaches
to enhance mental health and health practices in women facing unplanned
pregnancy can serve as a valuable strategy for improving pregnancy and childbirth
outcomes.
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Extended Abstract
Background
Maintaining  positive  health  practices is

fundamental for ensuring maternal and fetal well-
being during pregnancy. However, women
experiencing unplanned pregnancies often face
significant psychological distress, including anxiety
and diminished sense of control on life events. These
emotional challenges can act as substantial barriers,
leading to poor engagement in prenatal care,
suboptimal nutrition, and other unhealthy practices.
Traditional medical care may not adequately address
these underlying psychological issues. Meaning-
centered counseling is a psychotherapeutic approach
that helps individuals find meaning and purpose in
life circumstances. It offers a potential avenue to
improve psychological resilience. Therefore, this
study was designed to investigate the effect of
meaning-centered counseling on health practices of
women with unplanned pregnancies.

Methods

A two-arm parallel-group randomized controlled
trial (RCT) was conducted from January to
September 2024 in Tabriz, Iran. The study
population comprised pregnant women aged 18-49
years, with a gestational age of 16-24 weeks, who
reported their current pregnancy as unplanned.
Exclusion criteria included fetal abnormalities, high-
risk pregnancies such as those involving diabetes,
preeclampsia, or chronic diseases affecting
pregnancy, a history or current diagnosis of mental
health disorders, hospitalization in a psychiatric
hospital, recent adverse events, or acute stressors
such as the death of a first-degree family member in
the past few months. A total of 52 eligible women
who provided written informed consent were
enrolled in the study. Participants were randomly
allocated to either the intervention or control group
using a computer-generated randomization sequence
(RAS software) with a 1:1 allocation ratio and a
block randomization method (blocks of 4 and 6) to
ensure balanced group sizes. Due to the nature of the
intervention, blinding of participants and counselors
was not possible; however, the data analyst was

blinded to group allocation. The participants in the
control group received standard prenatal care. The
participants in the intervention group received
standard care plus 5 weekly group meaning-centered
counseling sessions. Each session lasted 60-90
minutes and the counseling was provided by a
trained counselor. The curriculum was based on
Viktor Frankl's principles, focusing on helping
participants discover personal meaning, reframe their
perspective on the unplanned pregnancy, and identify
future-oriented purpose. The outcome was health
practice, which was measured using the validated
Health Practices Questionnaire (HPQ-II). It assesses
practices across domains like nutrition, supplement
adherence, physical activity, appointment attendance,
and avoidance of harmful substances. Scores range
from 34 to 170, with higher scores indicating better
health practices. The questionnaire was administered
at baseline (pre-intervention) and 4 weeks after the
final counseling session. Data were analyzed using
the Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) to compare
the follow-up scores between the groups, controlling
for baseline scores and any potential confounding
variables. A P-value of less than 0.05 was considered
statistically significant.

Results

Out of 82 women with unplanned pregnancies
who visited the selected health centers in Tabriz, 52
were enrolled in the study after meeting the inclusion
criteria and expressing willingness to participate.
They were randomly assigned to two groups: the
intervention group (26 participants) and the control
group (26 participants). Throughout the study, the
number of participants remained constant, and the
data obtained from all participants were statistically
analyzed after the 4-week follow-up. There were no
statistically ~ significant differences in baseline
demographic characteristics (mean age, gestational
age, education level, etc.) or baseline health practice
scores between the intervention and control groups,
indicating successful randomization. At baseline, the
mean health practice score was 105.96 in the control
group and 108.92 in the intervention group. At the
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four-week follow-up, the mean health practice score
in the control group showed a slight non-significant
increase from 105.96 to 107.24. In contrast, the
intervention group demonstrated a substantial and
statistically significant improvement, with a mean
score of 142.50. The ANCOVA analysis, controlling
for baseline scores, confirmed that the difference
between the groups was significant. The adjusted
mean score for health practices in the intervention
group was higher compared to the control group
(adjusted mean difference: 33.35, 95% CI: 29.76 to
36.95,P<0.001). This indicates a large and clinically
meaningful effect of the meaning-centered
intervention on promoting positive health practices.

Conclusion

The findings of this randomized controlled trial
provide strong evidence that a structured meaning-
centered counseling program can significantly
enhance the health practices of women experiencing
unplanned pregnancies. By addressing the profound
psychological and existential challenges associated
with an unintended pregnancy, this intervention

appears to empower women to more actively engage
in behaviors that protect their health and that of their
fetus. The significant improvement in the health
practice underscores the potential of integrating
psychosocial and meaning-centered therapies into
standard prenatal care for this vulnerable population.
While these results are promising, limitations such as
the small sample size and short-term follow-up
suggest the need for further large-scale multi-center
trials to confirm the long-term efficacy and
generalizability of this approach before widespread
clinical implementation. Moreover, policymakers in
the health sector should pay more attention to the
emotions and concerns of mothers during pregnancy,
especially for women with unintended pregnancies,
and provide counseling sessions tailored to their
needs. Encouraging these women to participate in
prenatal and childbirth care is also essential.
Additionally, programs should be developed to raise
awareness among healthcare providers about the
crucial role of counseling in preventing adverse
outcomes, particularly for this group of women.
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