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Objective: This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of intensive short-term
dynamic psychotherapy in reducing depression, anxiety, and stress in women with
multiple sclerosis.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with
a control group. The statistical population consisted of women with multiple sclerosis,
from whom 30 participants were selected and randomly assigned to experimental and
control groups (n=15 each). The Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS-21) was
used for data collection. The experimental group participated in eight weekly ISTDP
sessions, while the control group received no intervention. Data were analyzed using
multivariate analysis of covariance.

Findings: The results indicated significant posttest differences between the
experimental and control groups for depression, anxiety, and stress (p<0.001). Effect
size values demonstrated that the intervention accounted for a substantial proportion
of variance in psychological outcomes.

Conclusion: Intensive short-term dynamic psychotherapy is an effective clinical
approach for reducing negative emotional states and improving mental health in
women with multiple sclerosis.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Multiple sclerosis (MS) is a chronic, progressive neurological disease that produces extensive
physical, cognitive, and psychological consequences. Alongside motor impairments and fatigue,
psychological disturbances such as depression, anxiety, and chronic stress are among the most disabling
and prevalent complications experienced by patients with MS. Large epidemiological investigations and
meta-analyses consistently demonstrate that individuals with MS exhibit significantly higher rates of
depression and anxiety compared with the general population, with prevalence estimates ranging from
30% to over 50% across disease stages (Saadat et al., 2021; Shafiee et al., 2023; Young et al., 2024; Zhang et al.,
2023). These emotional disturbances are not merely secondary reactions to disability but appear
intrinsically intertwined with disease activity, neuroinflammatory mechanisms, and neurodegenerative
processes (Margoni, Preziosa, et al., 2023; Margoni, Rocca, et al., 2023).

Psychological distress exerts a powerful influence on disease progression and quality of life in
MS. Depression and anxiety in MS patients are associated with increased fatigue, cognitive impairment,
sleep disturbances, impaired treatment adherence, and poorer social and occupational functioning (Reece
et al., 2023; Singh et al., 2024). Stressful life events and sustained emotional dysregulation further amplify
symptom severity and accelerate functional decline (Reece et al., 2023). These findings underscore the
necessity of comprehensive psychological interventions that address the emotional burden of MS
alongside pharmacological management.

Recent research has emphasized the importance of psychotherapeutic interventions in the holistic
care of MS patients. Meta-analytic evidence indicates that psychological treatments can significantly
reduce depression, anxiety, fatigue, and improve overall quality of life in MS populations (Fleming et al.,
2025). However, many conventional psychotherapies require prolonged treatment duration, which may be
impractical for individuals experiencing fatigue, cognitive load, and mobility limitations. Therefore, there
IS increasing interest in short-term, intensive therapeutic approaches that can achieve meaningful
emotional change within a limited timeframe.

Intensive Short-Term Dynamic Psychotherapy (ISTDP) represents one of the most promising
emotion-focused treatments in this context. ISTDP is grounded in psychodynamic theory and emphasizes
direct access to unconscious emotional conflicts, systematic reduction of maladaptive defenses, and
enhancement of emotional experiencing and regulation. Through active therapeutic techniques, patients
develop greater tolerance of emotional arousal, improved affect regulation, and enhanced psychological
resilience. Substantial evidence supports the effectiveness of ISTDP in treating depression, anxiety,
psychosomatic disorders, chronic pain, gastrointestinal disorders, and trauma-related conditions (Balali
Dehkordi & Fatehizade, 2022; Donyavi & Mohtashami, 2024, Hajrezaei et al., 2024, Jafari et al., 2024, Klippel, 2019; Nakhaei
Moghadam et al., 2024; Soofi Amlashi et al., 2024; Town et al., 2017).

Recent clinical trials further demonstrate that ISTDP enhances distress tolerance and psychological
resilience, key protective factors in chronic illness adaptation (Hosseini & Al-Yasin, 2025; Khandehjam &
Valizadeh, 2025). Despite this expanding evidence base, empirical studies investigating ISTDP specifically
in individuals with MS remain scarce. Given the profound emotional burden of MS and the established
role of emotional dysregulation in symptom exacerbation, ISTDP may represent a particularly suitable
intervention for this population.



This study was therefore designed to evaluate the effectiveness of Intensive Short-Term Dynamic
Psychotherapy in reducing depression, anxiety, and stress in women with multiple sclerosis.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The
population consisted of women diagnosed with relapsing-remitting multiple sclerosis who were receiving
treatment at Sina Hospital in Tehran. Thirty participants who met inclusion criteria were selected using
purposive sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental group and a control group, each consisting
of 15 participants.

Inclusion criteria comprised confirmed MS diagnosis, age between 20 and 40 years, minimum
elementary education, no concurrent psychological treatment or psychotropic medication use, absence of
major psychiatric disorders, and willingness to participate. Exclusion criteria included missing more than
two treatment sessions or withdrawal from the study.

Participants in the experimental group received an eight-session ISTDP intervention delivered
weekly in individual sessions lasting 60-90 minutes. The control group received no psychological
intervention during the study period.

Psychological outcomes were assessed using the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS-
21) at pretest, posttest, and follow-up. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and multivariate and
univariate analyses of covariance.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated that prior to intervention, both groups demonstrated comparable
levels of depression, anxiety, and stress. Following the intervention, the experimental group exhibited
marked reductions across all three psychological variables, while the control group showed minimal
change.

Multivariate analysis of covariance revealed a statistically significant overall effect of the
intervention on negative emotional states (p < .001). Subsequent univariate analyses demonstrated
significant group differences in posttest scores for depression (F = 110.60, p <.001, n? =.795), anxiety (F
=93.60, p <.001, n? = .767), and stress (F = 77.36, p < .001, n?> = .731). Effect sizes indicated that a
substantial proportion of variance in psychological outcomes was attributable to the ISTDP intervention.
Follow-up assessments confirmed that treatment gains were largely maintained over time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide strong empirical support for the effectiveness of Intensive Short-
Term Dynamic Psychotherapy in reducing depression, anxiety, and stress among women with multiple
sclerosis. The magnitude of improvement observed suggests that ISTDP offers not merely symptomatic
relief but a deep and sustained transformation of emotional functioning.

The results may be explained by the core therapeutic mechanisms of ISTDP, which include direct
emotional processing, systematic dismantling of maladaptive defenses, and strengthening of affect
tolerance. Patients with MS often suppress powerful emotions such as fear of disability, anger over lost
functioning, grief related to identity changes, and anxiety regarding disease progression. When these
emotions remain unprocessed, they manifest as chronic psychological distress and somatic tension. ISTDP
enables patients to confront and integrate these emotional experiences safely, thereby reducing internal
conflict and restoring emotional equilibrium.
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Furthermore, the intervention appears to enhance patients’ sense of agency and psychological
control. Chronic illness frequently erodes perceived autonomy and self-efficacy. Through active
engagement with emotional processes and personal responsibility, patients regain confidence in their
ability to influence their psychological well-being, contributing to reductions in depressive and anxious
symptoms.

The sustained improvement observed at follow-up suggests that ISTDP facilitates durable change
rather than temporary symptom suppression. This durability is particularly valuable in the context of MS,
where long-term emotional adaptation is essential for maintaining quality of life and treatment adherence.

In conclusion, ISTDP constitutes a highly effective psychotherapeutic approach for addressing the
emotional challenges associated with multiple sclerosis. Integrating this intervention into comprehensive
MS care programs may substantially enhance psychological adjustment, reduce emotional suffering, and
improve overall disease management.
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