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Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of narrative exposure therapy and
psychodrama in reducing trauma-related negative cognitions among Afghan refugee women.
Methodology: A quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group was employed.
The study population consisted of Afghan refugee women aged 18 years or older residing in
Tehran in 2025. Sixty eligible women were recruited through convenience sampling and
randomly allocated by lottery to narrative exposure therapy, psychodrama, and control groups,
with 20 participants in each group. Narrative exposure therapy was delivered in ten weekly
individual sessions lasting 90-120 minutes, whereas psychodrama was provided in ten weekly
90-minute group sessions. The control group received no intervention during the study period.
Data were collected using the Life Events Checklist and the Posttraumatic Cognitions Inventory.
Analysis of covariance and Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons were conducted using
SPSS version 27 and JASP version 0.19.

Findings: Analysis of covariance demonstrated a significant and large group effect on trauma-
related negative cognitions after controlling for pretest scores (F=64.324, p<0.001, n?>=0.749).
However, the effects of time, the time-by-pretest interaction, and the time-by-group interaction
were not statistically significant (p>0.05). Bonferroni-adjusted comparisons indicated that
narrative exposure therapy produced significantly lower negative cognition scores than
psychodrama (MD=-4.805, SE=0.575, p<0.001) and the control condition (MD=-6.188,
SE=0.566, p<0.001). Psychodrama also resulted in a statistically significant reduction compared
with the control group (MD=-1.383, SE=0.554, p=0.049).

Conclusion: Both interventions reduced trauma-related negative cognitions; however, narrative
exposure therapy was more effective than psychodrama. The structured reconstruction of life
narratives, gradual exposure to traumatic memories, and reprocessing of trauma-related
meanings may make narrative exposure therapy a particularly appropriate culturally sensitive
intervention for Afghan refugee women.

Keywords: Narrative exposure therapy, psychodrama, posttraumatic cognitions, trauma-related
negative cognitions, Afghan refugee women.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Forced migration and refugeehood are frequently accompanied by cumulative exposure to war,
interpersonal violence, bereavement, displacement, poverty, discrimination, family separation, and
uncertainty regarding legal and residential status. These experiences may continue to affect psychological
functioning long after individuals have reached a host country because post-migration stressors can
maintain a sense of danger, instability, and lack of control. Among refugee populations, cumulative
traumatic exposure has been associated with psychological distress, somatization, impaired social
functioning, and reduced quality of life (Jesuthasan et al., 2025). Evidence also indicates that adverse
childhood experiences and repeated traumatic events increase vulnerability to post-traumatic stress
symptoms among refugee and conflict-affected populations (Abu Khudair et al., 2025). Therefore, trauma in
refugees should not be understood as a single past event but as a continuing interaction between traumatic
memories and ongoing social, economic, relational, and cultural pressures.

Afghan refugee women represent a particularly vulnerable population because their psychological
experiences may be shaped by the intersection of armed conflict, forced migration, gender-based
restrictions, family responsibilities, economic hardship, social marginalization, and post-migration
uncertainty. Trauma among Afghan refugees has both individual and collective dimensions and is
influenced by gender roles, family structures, social expectations, and conditions in the receiving society
(Kim et al., 2026). Women exposed to interpersonal violence may experience depression, post-traumatic
stress, suicidal ideation, shame, and harmful coping behaviors, highlighting the need for gender-sensitive
and trauma-informed interventions (Machisa et al., 2022). Interventions designed for displaced Afghan
women should therefore consider safety, confidentiality, cultural values, family relationships, access
barriers, and women’s opportunities for psychological empowerment (Ramos, 2023).

One of the principal mechanisms involved in the persistence of trauma-related distress is the
development of negative post-traumatic cognitions. These cognitions include negative beliefs about the
self, other people, the world, personal responsibility, and the future. Survivors may perceive themselves
as weak, damaged, guilty, or permanently unsafe, while viewing the world as threatening and other people
as untrustworthy. Negative self-conscious cognitions and emotions following trauma are associated with
maladaptive behaviors and may remain influential even when considerable time has passed since the
traumatic event (Tran etal., 2019). Shame-proneness and negative cognitions are also closely associated with
post-traumatic stress among women with histories of sexual or interpersonal trauma (Badour et al., 2020).
Furthermore, rumination may mediate the relationship between negative affect and post-traumatic stress
symptoms by maintaining repetitive self-blaming thoughts and preventing adaptive emotional processing
(Brown et al., 2021).

Psychological treatment for refugees should consequently target not only overt symptoms but also
the meanings attributed to traumatic experiences. However, intervention effectiveness may be reduced
when treatment protocols are transferred without cultural adaptation. Language, religion, family values,
attitudes toward mental health, gender expectations, and preferred forms of emotional expression can
influence treatment participation and acceptability. Culturally adapted psychiatric interventions for
Persian-speaking refugees and immigrants have shown the importance of linguistic accessibility,
culturally relevant content, and sensitivity to migration-related experiences (Keshavarz-Akhlaghi et al., 2026).



Similarly, psychological support for conflict-affected populations in Afghanistan requires careful
evaluation of cultural acceptability, feasibility, safety, and accessibility (Schwartz et al., 2026). Faith practices
may also serve as sources of meaning, hope, and distress regulation among displaced Muslim women
affected by war (Rutledge, 2025), while contemplative practices may contribute to trauma recovery by
supporting emotion regulation and nonjudgmental awareness (Scafuto et al., 2025).

Trauma recovery among refugees extends beyond symptom reduction and may involve rebuilding
identity, agency, trust, social connection, and participation in meaningful life activities. Refugees
participating in trauma-informed community-based programs have described recovery in terms of being
understood, regaining control, reconnecting socially, and restoring valued roles (Appiah et al., 2026).
Community-based and culturally appropriate mental health services are therefore particularly important
in conflict-affected and displaced populations (Abu-Ras et al., 2024). Studies of coping among Afghan
refugees have likewise emphasized the influence of social support, belonging, relational continuity, and
structural conditions on psychological adjustment over time (Lane et al., 2025). At the same time, uncertain
residence status and continuing environmental instability may limit the effectiveness and durability of
trauma-focused treatment (Nahlén Bose & Diaz, 2025).

Narrative exposure therapy is a structured trauma-focused intervention designed for individuals
who have experienced multiple traumatic events. It helps clients construct a chronological life narrative
in which traumatic memories are placed within their broader autobiographical context. Through repeated
and gradual exposure to sensory, cognitive, emotional, and bodily aspects of trauma memories, clients are
encouraged to differentiate past danger from present circumstances and integrate fragmented experiences
into a coherent narrative. A systematic review and meta-analysis found that narrative exposure therapy
can improve trauma-related outcomes among refugees and asylum seekers, particularly when the
intervention is culturally adapted (wright et al., 2020). Narrative exposure group therapy has also produced
promising reductions in post-traumatic stress symptoms among internally displaced women, although
controlled studies remain necessary (Zeleke et al., 2025).

Trauma-focused programs conducted with Afghan populations provide further evidence that
structured and culturally sensitive interventions are feasible. The METRA+ intervention was associated
with improvements in mental health and social functioning among Afghan refugee adolescents (Ahmadi et
al., 2026). A trauma-focused group-based psychological program conducted after a terrorist attack in
Afghanistan also produced improvements in psychological outcomes among children and adolescents
(Amiri et al.,, 2026). Although these studies involved younger populations, they support the broader
applicability of culturally responsive trauma-focused care for Afghan communities.

Psychodrama represents another potentially relevant intervention. It is an active and experiential
approach in which clients enact traumatic situations, interpersonal conflicts, damaged roles, and
alternative responses in a protected therapeutic setting. Techniques such as role reversal, mirroring,
doubling, scene reconstruction, and the empty-chair method can promote emotional processing and
perspective change. In trauma-related disorders, psychodrama may facilitate recovery through controlled
emotional activation, reconstruction of traumatic roles, interpersonal processing, and rehearsal of more
empowered responses (Kriger, 2024). Psychological flexibility and reduced experiential avoidance are also
recognized as important mechanisms across trauma therapies (Dar & Hasan, 2026). Despite the theoretical
relevance of both interventions, comparative evidence regarding narrative exposure therapy and
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psychodrama among Afghan refugee women remains limited. Accordingly, this study compared the
effectiveness of narrative exposure therapy and psychodrama in reducing trauma-related negative
cognitions among Afghan refugee women.

Methods and Materials

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest-posttest design with a control group. The target
population consisted of Afghan women aged 18 years or older residing in Tehran in 2025. Participants
were recruited through counseling centers, nongovernmental organizations providing supportive services
to migrants, and public announcements distributed through Instagram and Telegram. Volunteers
completed an initial screening process, after which potentially eligible participants attended a brief clinical
interview to confirm traumatic exposure, assess their general psychological condition, and determine their
suitability for participation.

The inclusion criteria were female sex, Afghan nationality, age of at least 18 years, residence in
Iran, experience of at least one traumatic life event, willingness to participate, and ability to attend the
intervention sessions regularly. The exclusion criteria included active alcohol or substance use, psychotic
disorders or other severe psychiatric conditions, serious neurological problems, repeated absence from
treatment sessions, and withdrawal from the study. Sixty eligible women were selected through
convenience sampling and randomly assigned by lottery to a narrative exposure therapy group, a
psychodrama group, or a control group, with 20 participants initially allocated to each group.

Data were collected using the Life Events Checklist and the Posttraumatic Cognitions Inventory.
The Life Events Checklist was used to identify exposure to potentially traumatic events. The Posttraumatic
Cognitions Inventory is a 33-item self-report measure assessing negative beliefs about the self, negative
beliefs about the world, and self-blame. Items are rated on a seven-point Likert scale, with higher scores
indicating more severe trauma-related negative cognitions.

Narrative exposure therapy was administered individually over 10 weekly sessions lasting
approximately 90 to 120 minutes. The sessions included establishment of therapeutic safety,
psychoeducation about trauma, construction of a chronological lifeline, gradual narration of positive and
traumatic life events, detailed processing of traumatic memories, differentiation between past and present,
identification and modification of negative trauma-related beliefs, strengthening of resilience resources,
integration of the life narrative, and relapse-prevention planning.

Psychodrama was delivered in a group format over 10 weekly sessions of approximately 90
minutes. The intervention included group safety and contracting, trauma psychoeducation, body and
emotion awareness, identification of trauma-related roles, controlled enactment of distressing situations,
work on shame and self-blame, role reversal, mirroring, reconstruction of interpersonal situations,
development of agency, rehearsal of empowered roles, group meaning-making, and relapse-prevention
planning. The control group received no psychological intervention during the study period. All
participants completed the outcome measure at pretest and posttest, while descriptive data were also
available for a follow-up assessment.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 27 and JASP version 0.19. Descriptive statistics included
means, standard deviations, medians, and interquartile ranges. Chi-square tests were used to examine
demographic equivalence across groups. Analysis of covariance was conducted to compare trauma-related
negative cognition scores while controlling for pretest scores. Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons



were subsequently used to identify differences between groups. The significance level was set at 0.05, and
effect sizes were reported using eta squared.

Findings

The three groups did not differ significantly in educational level, ¥*(8)=0.96, p=0.99; age
distribution, ¥*(4)=1.97, p=0.74; marital status, ¥*(2)=0.74, p=0.69; or employment status, ¥*(4)=1.03,
p=0.91. These results indicated acceptable demographic equivalence across the study groups.

At pretest, the mean trauma-related negative cognition scores were 144.313 in the psychodrama
group, 144.929 in the narrative exposure therapy group, and 145.412 in the control group. At posttest, the
corresponding means were 143.813, 139.071, and 144.588. At follow-up, the means were 143.438 in the
psychodrama group, 138.429 in the narrative exposure therapy group, and 145.176 in the control group.
Descriptively, the largest reduction was observed in the narrative exposure therapy group, while the
psychodrama group showed a smaller reduction and the control group remained relatively stable.

The analysis of covariance indicated that the main effect of time was not statistically significant,
F=0.021, p=0.885, 1?>=0.00048. The time-by-pretest interaction was also nonsignificant, F=0.020,
p=0.889, 1?=0.00045, as was the time-by-group interaction, F=0.428, p=0.654, 1>=0.020. The pretest
covariate did not have a significant between-group effect, F=1.523, p=0.224, 1>=0.034. However, the main
effect of group was statistically significant and large, F=64.324, p<0.001, n2=0.749.

Bonferroni-adjusted comparisons showed a significant difference between psychodrama and
narrative exposure therapy, MD=4.805, SE=0.575, p<0.001, indicating lower adjusted scores in the
narrative exposure therapy group. Psychodrama also differed significantly from the control group, MD=-
1.383, SE=0.554, p=0.049. Narrative exposure therapy produced a significantly greater reduction than the
control condition, MD=-6.188, SE=0.566, p<0.001. Thus, both interventions were effective relative to the
control condition, but narrative exposure therapy demonstrated superior effectiveness.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that trauma-related negative cognitions among Afghan refugee women can
be reduced through structured psychological intervention. Both narrative exposure therapy and
psychodrama produced significant improvements relative to the control group, although narrative
exposure therapy generated a substantially greater reduction. This pattern suggests that interventions
directly targeting the organization, meaning, and contextualization of traumatic memories may be
especially effective for negative beliefs about the self, the world, and personal responsibility.

Narrative exposure therapy may have been more effective because it directly addresses fragmented
autobiographical memory and helps participants place traumatic events within a coherent life narrative.
Repeated narration may reduce avoidance, distinguish past threats from present conditions, and allow
clients to reconsider beliefs of permanent danger, personal weakness, and self-blame. The individual
format may also have provided greater privacy and emotional safety for discussing culturally sensitive or
shame-laden experiences.

Psychodrama nevertheless produced a meaningful improvement compared with the control
condition. Its effectiveness may be related to emotional expression, role reconstruction, perspective-
taking, and group support. Enacting traumatic roles and rehearsing alternative responses may help
participants move from passive victim positions toward greater agency. However, the group format may
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have limited disclosure for some women, particularly when traumatic experiences involved violence,
shame, or concerns about confidentiality.

The large group effect indicates that treatment condition accounted for a substantial proportion of
variance in trauma-related negative cognition scores after adjustment for baseline differences.
Nevertheless, the nonsignificant time-by-group interaction means that conclusions regarding differential
trajectories over time should be made cautiously. The principal evidence of effectiveness rests on adjusted
group differences and pairwise comparisons rather than on a statistically significant interaction pattern.

Overall, narrative exposure therapy appeared to be the more effective intervention for reducing
trauma-related negative cognitions among Afghan refugee women. Psychodrama also had therapeutic
value and may be particularly useful when treatment goals include emotional expression, interpersonal
connection, role reconstruction, and recovery of agency. Trauma services for refugee women should be
culturally sensitive, confidential, and integrated with broader social and supportive services. Future
research should use larger randomized samples, equivalent treatment formats, and longer follow-up
periods to determine the durability and mechanisms of these effects.
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