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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of intensive short-term dynamic group
therapy in improving psychological sense of coherence and its components of comprehensibility,
manageability, and meaningfulness among individuals with depressive symptoms referring to
counseling centers.

Materials and Methods: This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design
with an experimental group and a control group. The statistical population consisted of individuals with
depressive symptoms who attended counseling centers in Qom during the Iranian year 1404. Twenty
eligible participants were recruited through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to an
experimental group or a control group, with 10 participants in each group. The experimental group
received eight weekly 60-minute sessions of intensive short-term dynamic group therapy based on
Davanloo’s approach, whereas the control group received no intervention. Data were collected using
the 35-item Sense of Coherence Questionnaire developed by Flensborg-Madsen et al. Data were
analyzed in SPSS version 27 using multivariate and univariate analyses of covariance after controlling
for pretest scores.

Findings: Multivariate analysis of covariance demonstrated a statistically significant difference
between the experimental and control groups in the combined dependent variables of psychological
sense of coherence (Wilks’ Lambda=0.167, F=7.159, p=0.001). Univariate analyses indicated that the
intervention produced a significant improvement in comprehensibility (F=8.369, p=0.012, n>=0.322)
and meaningfulness (F=7.532, p=0.016, 1>=0.300). However, the between-group difference in
manageability was not statistically significant (F=2.341, p=0.147, n>=0.118).

Conclusion: Intensive short-term dynamic group therapy may improve important dimensions of
psychological sense of coherence in individuals with depressive symptoms, particularly their ability to
understand psychological experiences and perceive life events as meaningful. These effects may be
explained by the therapy’s emphasis on identifying maladaptive defenses, confronting emotional
avoidance, processing unconscious conflicts, and integrating previously fragmented emotional
experiences. Nevertheless, the nonsignificant effect on manageability suggests that enhancing
perceived coping resources may require longer treatment, additional skills-based interventions, or
follow-up sessions.
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meaningfulness; depressive symptoms.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Depression is one of the most prevalent and disabling
psychological disorders and is associated with persistent
disturbances in mood, cognition, mativation, behavior, and
interpersonal functioning. Its clinical manifestations
commonly include sadness, loss of interest or pleasure,
fatigue, feelings of worthlessness, hopelessness, impaired
concentration, and changes in sleep and appetite.
Contemporary conceptualizations regard depression as a
multidimensional condition arising from the interaction of
biological, psychological, social, and interpersonal factors
rather than as a transient emotional state (Samaei &
Besharat, 2023). In addition to its direct effects on
psychological — well-being, depression can  disrupt
occupational, academic, relational, and social functioning
and may increase vulnerability to self-harm and suicidal
ideation.

A wide range of cognitive and emotional vulnerabilities
contribute to the development and maintenance of
depressive  symptoms.  Cognitive  distortions  and
procrastination may reinforce negative self-evaluations,
repeated experiences of failure, and reduced perceived
competence, thereby increasing depressive symptoms
(Rezaeifard et al., 2025). Childhood trauma and loneliness
can similarly weaken psychological security, impair
attachment-related expectations, and contribute to persistent
negative beliefs about the self and others (Naseri &
Taherzadeh  Ghahfarokhi, 2025). Emotional clarity,
tolerance of uncertainty, and cognitive flexibility are also
closely related to depressive experiences because individuals
who cannot identify, understand, and regulate their
emotional states may be more likely to remain trapped in
maladaptive patterns of rumination and avoidance (Mikaeili
et al., 2023). Therefore, depression can be understood not
only as a mood disturbance but also as a disruption in the
organization and integration of internal psychological

experience.

One psychological construct that may be substantially
impaired in individuals with depressive symptoms is the
sense of coherence. Sense of coherence refers to a general
orientation through which individuals perceive life events as
comprehensible, manageable, and meaningful.
Comprehensibility represents the degree to which internal
and external experiences are perceived as structured,
predictable, and understandable. Manageability refers to the
belief that sufficient internal and external resources are
available to cope with life demands. Meaningfulness
concerns the extent to which challenges are considered
worthy of emotional investment, engagement, and effort. A
strong sense of coherence may enable individuals to
organize stressful experiences, mobilize coping resources,
and maintain a sense of purpose in difficult circumstances.

Previous research has shown that sense of coherence is
related to coping strategies, depression, and quality of life in
patients facing chronic illness (Kim et al., 2021). It has also
been associated with self-integrity and socioemotional
development among adolescents (Ma et al., 2021). In
occupational contexts, psychosocial coherence has been
linked to vitality and quality of work life, with self-
differentiation contributing to this relationship (Robati &
Namani, 2021). These findings indicate that sense of
coherence is not merely a cognitive judgment but a broader
psychological capacity that supports emotional adaptation,
resilience, interpersonal functioning, and sustained
engagement with life.

In individuals with depression, life events may be
perceived as confusing, uncontrollable, and devoid of
meaning. Such individuals may experience emotional states
as fragmented and difficult to understand, may
underestimate their available coping resources, and may lose
motivation to engage with life challenges. Low sense of
coherence may therefore intensify depressive symptoms by
increasing perceived threat, reducing problem-solving
efforts, and reinforcing hopelessness. Its clinical
significance is further demonstrated by findings showing

that sense of coherence contributes to the prediction of
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suicidal ideation among patients with depression (Mousavi
et al.,, 2022). Interventions aimed at strengthening
comprehensibility, manageability, and meaningfulness may
consequently provide therapeutic benefits beyond the mere
reduction of depressive symptoms.

Psychological treatments have been widely used to
improve emotional regulation, cognitive flexibility, coping
capacity, and psychological integration. Cognitive-
behavioral therapy has demonstrated effectiveness in the
treatment of mood disorders and typically targets
maladaptive thoughts, dysfunctional beliefs, avoidance
behaviors, and deficits in coping skills (Ayoubloo & Taghavi,
2021). It has also been applied alongside medication in
depression, although treatment response varies across
individuals and residual symptoms may remain in a
considerable proportion of patients (Vasile, 2020). Positive
cognitive-behavioral interventions have reduced boredom
and academic procrastination (Zarei et al., 2022), while
hope-oriented and cognitive-behavioral interventions have
been used to reduce depression and anxiety in students
(Khalili Doabi et al., 2025).

A substantial body of research also supports the role of
cognitive-behavioral interventions in improving emotion
regulation. Cognitive-behavioral group therapy has reduced
anxiety and improved emotion regulation among adolescents
(Chonthannathi et al.,, 2022). It has enhanced cognitive
emotion regulation and distress tolerance in women with
substance-dependent spouses (Karimi & Zargar Shirazi,
2023), and improved emotion regulation and reduced
irritability among students with disruptive mood
dysregulation disorder (Sheibani et al., 2022). Similar
effects have been reported for affect control and emotional
regulation among adolescents with generalized anxiety
disorder (Kamkar Hafshejani et al., 2024). Cognitive-
behavioral therapy has also improved integrative self-
knowledge, emotional regulation, and quality of life among
patients undergoing hemodialysis (Rouhi et al., 2022).

Moreover, reductions in rumination have been observed

following cognitive-behavioral intervention, particularly
when changes in problem-solving appraisal were involved
(Abdelaziz et al., 2024). These findings underscore the
importance of emotional awareness and cognitive
organization in psychological recovery.

Nevertheless, some individuals may continue to
experience persistent emotional conflicts and defensive
patterns despite gaining cognitive insight. Intensive short-
term dynamic psychotherapy is an active, focused, and
emotion-oriented approach designed to identify maladaptive
defenses, regulate anxiety, and facilitate direct access to
avoided or unconscious emotions. It assumes that
psychological symptoms may result from conflicts among
emotions, anxiety, and defensive processes. Through
clarification, pressure, challenge, and confrontation of
defenses, the therapist helps patients recognize how
avoidance, intellectualization, rationalization, rumination,
and other defenses interfere with emotional processing and
psychological integration.

Evidence suggests that intensive short-term dynamic
psychotherapy can improve important psychological
outcomes in clinical populations. It has been shown to
enhance self-efficacy among individuals with depression
when compared with cognitive-behavioral therapy (Taheri et
al.,, 2024). It has also improved self-compassion among
patients with cancer (Alirezaei et al., 2022). Although self-
efficacy and self-compassion differ conceptually from sense
of coherence, all three involve adaptive self-related
processes, tolerance of difficult internal experiences, and
greater confidence in dealing with psychological stress.
Emotion-focused cognitive-behavioral approaches have
similarly demonstrated benefits in addressing emotional and
behavioral problems (Arfaoui et al.,, 2022), while
improvements in emotional regulation during psychotherapy
have predicted subsequent symptom reduction (Garke et al.,
2025). Treatment response may also be influenced by
attachment style, attentional control, and emotion regulation

capacity (Nolvi et al., 2019). Furthermore, self-control and
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behavioral regulation may be shaped by both individual and
contextual factors (Zhao, 2025). Taken together, these
findings support the potential value of an intervention that
directly targets emotional avoidance, unconscious conflicts,
and maladaptive defenses.

Despite the growing evidence for intensive short-term
dynamic psychotherapy, limited research has directly
examined its effectiveness in improving sense of coherence
among individuals with depressive symptoms. Accordingly,
the present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of
intensive  short-term  dynamic group therapy on
psychological sense of coherence and its components among
individuals with depressive symptoms referring to
counseling centers.

Methods and Materials

The present study was applied in purpose and used a
quasi-experimental  pretest-posttest design  with an
experimental group and a control group. The statistical
population consisted of all individuals with depressive
symptoms who referred to counseling centers in Qom during
the Iranian year 1404. Twenty eligible participants were
selected through convenience sampling and randomly
assigned to an experimental group and a control group, with
10 participants in each group. Before the intervention,
participants in both groups completed the psychological
sense of coherence questionnaire. The experimental group
then participated in eight weekly sessions of intensive short-
term dynamic group therapy, each lasting 60 minutes, while
the control group received no intervention during the study
period. After completion of the intervention, both groups
completed the questionnaire again as a posttest.

The inclusion criteria were willingness to participate in
the study and therapeutic sessions, willingness to complete
the questionnaires, presence of depressive symptoms,
referral to counseling centers in Qom, and possession of
sufficient literacy to read and answer the questionnaire
items. The exclusion criteria included absence from more
than three intervention sessions, insufficient participation or

cooperation, severe behavioral problems during the sessions,

and concurrent participation in other educational or
therapeutic programs. Ethical principles included obtaining
informed consent, explaining the study procedures, ensuring
voluntary participation, allowing withdrawal at any stage,
maintaining confidentiality, and reporting findings in
aggregate form.

Data were collected using the 35-item Psychological
Sense of Coherence Questionnaire developed by Flensborg-
Madsen and colleagues. The instrument assesses
comprehensibility, manageability, and meaningfulness.
Items 1 to 24 are scored on a three-point scale, whereas items
25 to 35 are presented in a five-option format and converted
into three scoring levels. The total score ranges from 35 to
105, with higher scores representing a stronger sense of
coherence.

The intervention consisted of intensive short-term
dynamic group therapy delivered over eight weekly 60-
minute sessions. The initial session focused on orientation,
group rules, therapeutic expectations, and assessment of
participants’ problems through a dynamic interview process.
Subsequent sessions focused on identifying tactical
defenses, increasing moment-to-moment attention to
emotional experience, examining indirect speech and
maladaptive thought patterns, and challenging avoidance.
Participants were helped to recognize defenses such as
rumination, rationalization, intellectualization,
generalization, distraction, and forgetting. Therapeutic
techniques included clarification, pressure, blocking of
defenses, challenging resistance, and encouraging direct
emotional experience. Homework involved observing
thoughts and emotions without judgment, identifying
defensive patterns, recognizing interpersonal cycles, and
listing barriers to emotional expression.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 27. Descriptive
statistics, including means and standard deviations, were
calculated. Before inferential analyses, normality, linearity,
homogeneity of regression slopes, equality of covariance
matrices, and homogeneity of variances were examined.

Multivariate analysis of covariance was used to test the
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overall group effect on the components of sense of
coherence, followed by univariate analyses of covariance for
each component. The significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that the mean total sense
of coherence score in the experimental group increased from
47.30 at pretest to 56.80 at posttest. In contrast, the mean
score in the control group changed only slightly, from 48.90
to 48.50. The experimental group also showed increases in
all three components. The mean comprehensibility score
increased from 18.00 to 21.80, the mean manageability score
increased from 14.30 to 17.70, and the mean meaningfulness
score increased from 15.00 to 17.30. In the control group,
comprehensibility decreased from 18.30 to 18.00,
manageability increased from 15.00 to 16.10, and
meaningfulness decreased from 14.70 to 14.40.

The assumptions required for covariance analysis were
satisfied. The normality tests were nonsignificant for total
sense of coherence and its three components. The
significance values for total sense of coherence,
comprehensibility, manageability, and meaningfulness were
0.520, 0.600, 0.488, and 0.201, respectively. The interaction
between group membership and pretest scores was
nonsignificant for total sense of coherence, F=3.369,
p=0.052; F=1.418,  p=0.274;
manageability, F=1.681, p=0.215; and meaningfulness,

comprehensibility,

F=0.631, p=0.559, confirming homogeneity of regression
slopes. Box’s M test was also nonsignificant, Box’s
M=71.465, F=1.069, p=0.362, supporting equality of
covariance matrices. Levene’s tests were nonsignificant for
F=0.371, p=0.571;
F=0.359, p=0.575; and meaningfulness, F=0.863, p=0.369.

The multivariate analysis of covariance showed a

comprehensibility, manageability,

statistically significant overall difference between the
experimental and control groups in the combined
components of sense of coherence, Wilks’ Lambda=0.167,
F=7.159, p=0.001. The univariate analyses demonstrated a
significant group effect on comprehensibility, F=8.369,
p=0.012, 1?=0.322. Thus, the intervention explained 32.2%

of the wvariance in posttest comprehensibility after
controlling for pretest scores. A significant effect was also
found for meaningfulness, F=7.532, p=0.016, 1>=0.300,
indicating that the intervention explained 30.0% of its
posttest variance. However, the group effect on
manageability was not statistically significant, F=2.341,
p=0.147, 1>=0.118.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings showed that intensive short-term dynamic
group therapy improved the overall pattern of psychological
sense of coherence in individuals with depressive symptoms.
More specifically, the intervention significantly enhanced
comprehensibility and meaningfulness, whereas its effect on
manageability did not reach statistical significance. These
results suggest that the intervention was particularly
effective in helping participants understand their
psychological experiences and perceive their lives and
emotional struggles as more meaningful.

The improvement in comprehensibility may be explained
by the central therapeutic emphasis on identifying emotional
conflicts, defensive behaviors, and repeated interpersonal
patterns. Individuals with depression may experience their
emotions and reactions as confusing, fragmented, or
uncontrollable. Through clarification and confrontation of
defenses, participants were encouraged to recognize the
connection among feelings, anxiety, defensive responses,
and depressive symptoms. As these relationships became
clearer, experiences that had previously seemed
disorganized or inexplicable could be understood within a
more coherent psychological framework.

The group format may also have contributed to this
improvement. Participants were exposed to feedback from
the therapist and other group members and had opportunities
to observe similar defensive and emotional patterns in
others. This shared process may have reduced psychological
isolation and allowed participants to compare their internal
interpretations with interpersonal reality. Consequently, they
may have developed a more organized understanding of their

emotions, behaviors, and relationships.
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The significant improvement in meaningfulness can be
understood through the therapy’s focus on authentic
emotional  experience.  Depression is  frequently
accompanied by hopelessness, loss of purpose, reduced
motivation, and emotional disengagement. By helping
participants confront avoided grief, anger, guilt, shame, and
unmet relational needs, the intervention may have enabled
them to reinterpret their symptoms and past experiences.
Painful emotions could be viewed not merely as evidence of
weakness or failure but as understandable responses
connected to significant personal relationships and
unresolved conflicts. This reinterpretation may have restored
a sense of personal relevance and emotional investment in
life.

The nonsignificant effect on manageability suggests that
insight and emotional understanding may develop more
rapidly than confidence in practical coping resources.
Participants may have become more capable of
understanding their experiences and recognizing their
emotional significance without yet feeling fully able to
control stressful situations or use coping resources
effectively. Manageability may require a longer period of
practice, repeated exposure to real-life challenges, or
additional training in behavioral activation, problem-

solving, interpersonal skills, and emotion regulation.

The limited sample size may also have reduced the
statistical power to detect changes in manageability.
Although the experimental group demonstrated a descriptive
increase in this component, the difference was not
sufficiently large to reach statistical significance. A longer
intervention, booster sessions, or follow-up assessments
might reveal delayed improvements in perceived coping
capacity.

Overall, intensive short-term dynamic group therapy
appears to be a potentially useful intervention for individuals
with depressive symptoms, particularly when treatment aims
include increasing emotional awareness, integrating
fragmented psychological experiences, and restoring
meaning. The approach may help patients move beyond
intellectual discussion of their difficulties and engage
directly with the emotions and defenses that maintain
depressive functioning. However, combining dynamic
therapy with practical coping and problem-solving
components may be necessary to produce stronger changes
in manageability. The findings support the use of this
intervention in counseling settings while highlighting the
need for larger randomized studies and long-term follow-up

assessments.
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