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Abstract

According to the psychodynamic theory, major depressive disorder (MDD) is
caused by a perceived real loss in relationships, leading to anger and guilt towards
the other person. Short-term intensive dynamic psychotherapy aims to help patients
bring their unconscious emotions to the conscious level, known as "Unlocking the
Unconscious". This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of short-term
intensive dynamic psychotherapy on objective relationships, anger, and guilt in
women with MDD. Regarding the purpose, the present study was of applied type,
and in terms of methodology, it was semi-experimental with pre-test - post-test - 3-
month follow-up design with a control group. The statistical population consisted of
all women with MDD who were referred to counseling centers and psychological
services in Isfahan in the spring of 2023. A total of 32 women with MDD were
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selected via available sampling and randomly assigned to the experimental group
(16 people) and the control group (16 people). Dovanloo's (1995) ISTDP protocol
was performed only for the experimental group along 8 sessions of 90 minutes
weekly, while the control group was placed on the waiting list. Subjects were
evaluated in 3 stages (pre-test, post-test, and 3-month follow-up) through Bell's
Object Relation Inventory (BORI), State-Trait Anger Expression Inventory 2
(STAXI-2), kugler and Jones Guilty Feelings ‘S Questionnaire (KJGFQ), and Beck
Depression Inventory-11 (BDI-II). Data analysis was undertaken via repeated
measures analysis of variance and the Bonferroni post hoc test using SPSS-28
software. According to the results, ISTDP was effective on alienation, insecure
attachment, the total score of subjective relationships, internal occurrence of anger,
internal control of anger, trait guilt, as well as the total score of guilt and depression
symptoms, and up to 3 months after the intervention was stable (p<0/05). ISTDP
had the greatest impact on depression symptoms (np?=0.543), anger internalization
(Mp?=0.436), and anger internal control (np?=0.412). ISTDP enables patients with
depression to access and re-experience repressed anger toward attachment figures.
Through this process, along with therapeutic pressure to confront guilt, patients can
amend their object relations, reduce guilt, and alleviate depressive symptoms.

Keywords: dynamic psychotherapy; object relations; anger; feel guilty;
depression.

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Major depressive disorder (MDD) is a prevalent mental health condition
among women and is associated with substantial psychological, familial,
social, and economic consequences. From a psychodynamic perspective,
depression often arises from perceived or actual relational loss, leading to
anger and guilt directed toward significant others. These negative emotions
are frequently internalized and redirected toward the self, thereby
contributing to depressive symptomatology. Short-term intensive dynamic
psychotherapy seeks to help individuals access and articulate unconscious
emotional experiences—a process referred to as “unlocking the
unconscious.” The present study aimed to ascertain the effectiveness of this
therapeutic approach on object relations, anger, and guilt in women with
MDD. Further, short-term dynamic psychotherapy focuses on identifying
maladaptive emotional patterns rooted in early attachment experiences as
well as unresolved interpersonal conflicts. By facilitating direct emotional
experiencing within the therapeutic alliance, the method aims to diminish
defensive functioning and promote healthier emotional regulation as well as
interpersonal adaptation.
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Methods

This study utilized an applied, semi-experimental design using a pretest—
posttest—three-month follow-up structure with a control group. The statistical
population consisted of women diagnosed with MDD who attended
counseling and psychological service centers in Isfahan during the spring of
2023. Using available sampling, 32 women with MDD were recruited and
randomly assigned to an experimental group (n=16) or a control group
(n=16). Davanloo’s (1995) intensive short-term dynamic psychotherapy
protocol was delivered exclusively to the experimental group over eight
weekly sessions, each lasting 90 minutes, whereas the control group was
placed on a waiting list. The participants completed assessments at three
time points (pretest, posttest, and three-month follow-up) using Bell’s Object
Relations Inventory (BORI), the State—Trait Anger Expression Inventory-2
(STAXI-2), the Kugler and Jones Guilty Feelings Questionnaire (KJGFQ),
and the Beck Depression Inventory-11 (BDI-II). Data were analyzed using
repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post hoc tests in SPSS-28.
Inclusion criteria required a clinical diagnosis of MDD, willingness to attend
psychotherapy sessions, and absence of severe psychiatric comorbidities
such as psychosis or substance use disorders. Confidentiality was assured,
and informed consent was obtained from all participants.

Results

The findings indicated that the short-term psychodynamic intervention
significantly lowered alienation, insecure attachment, internalized anger,
excessive guilt, and depressive symptoms, with improvements sustained at
the three-month follow-up (p < 0.05). The intervention yielded the largest
effects on depressive symptoms (np* = 0.543), anger internalization (mp? =
0.436), and internal anger control (np?> = 0.412). The partciicipants in the
experimental group exhibited notable improvement to the control group on
interpersonal functioning and emotion-regulation indicators. This suggests
that the intervention not only alleviated depressive symptoms but also
enhanced emotional awareness as well as processing of underlying relational
conflicts.

Conclusion

Dynamic psychotherapy is an evidence-based approach that mitigates
depressive symptoms by facilitating access to avoided or unconscious
emotional states within a secure and empathic therapeutic relationship.
Establishing a therapeutic environment grounded in trust, emotional
attunement, and psychological safety would enable patients to explore core
affective experiences typically defended against owing to anxiety or shame.
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From an object relations perspective, depression often involves maladaptive
internal representations shaped by earlier attachment disruptions and
unresolved relational losses. Through clarification, defense restructuring,
and encouragement of deep emotional experiencing, short-term dynamic
psychotherapy fosters greater insight, emotional integration, as well as
restructuring of internalized relational patterns.

In short-term intensive dynamic psychotherapy, specific emphasis is
placed on helping patients identify and experience anger originally directed
toward significant attachment figures but subsequently internalized. With the
Therapy conceptualizing depression as anger turned inward and
accompanied by maladaptive guilt, it focuses on enabling patients to
experience anger in a regulated and conscious manner. This process weakens
rigid defensive structures, lowers self-punitive tendencies, and helps
distinguish realistic responsibility from pathological guilt. As these
emotional conflicts are processed, reductions in guilt and self-directed
hostility contribute to meaningful improvements in depressive symptoms as
well as interpersonal functioning. Overall, this therapeutic modality provides
a structured and emotionally focused framework for addressing the core
affective and relational mechanisms underlying MDD, particularly among
women whose depressive experiences are deeply intertwined with
attachment dynamics.
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Table 1.
Dovanlo's intensive short-term dynamic psychotherapy protocol (1995)
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Table 2.
Descriptive indices of research variables by group and time
Time
Variables  Subscales Group Pre-test Post-test Follow up
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
. . Experiment 3.42 0.89 2.23 056 257 0.80
Alienation
Control 3.83 079 391 119 394 0.93
Attachment  Control 610 114 620 135 620 125
i Experiment 6.21 1.36 5.72 114 560 097
Rglgjt?g;s Egocentricity P
Control 5.83 105 595 098 612 1.08
Social  Experiment 638 132 556 097 573 124
Incompetence  control 5.96 1.02 6.09 123 583 09
Experiment  21.15 3.69 1743 3.08 18.06 3.31
Total score
Control 21.72 411 2215 429 22.09 453
Experiment  35.89 7.18 3372 653 3264 6.87
State Anger
Control 36.84 710 3690 719 3576 7.49
. Experiment ~ 31.47 6.45 2922 6.26 2998 5.74
Trait Anger
Control 29.87 590 30.72 570 28.60 5.02
Anger ~ Experiment 2352 410 1725 3.65 1696 453
A Expression- In - control 24.51 465 2490 382 2512 3.90
nger
g Anger Experiment 1478  3.05 1592 320 16.10 3.62
Expression-
Out Control 15.63 413 1493 3.17 1527 3.17
Anger Control- Experiment 2017 469 2562 504 2419 481
In Control 1963 518 2019 414 1937 3.65
Anger Control- Experiment 1849  4.63 1993 471 2042 4.46
Out Control 20.63 458 1982 431 1951 461
. . Experiment  62.19 1232 5359 862 5413 911
Trait Guilt
Control 60.68 11.89 59.72 1132 6040 12.25
. Experiment  27.69 460 2626 693 2640 6.11
State Guilt
Guilt Control 28.35 527 2792 544 2782 6.39
ui

Moral Experiment 4392 971 4130 887 4078 8.16

Standards Control 4484 840 4419 9.05 4525 8.73

Experiment 133.80 26.19 121.15 24.92 121.31 25.13

Total score
Control 133.87 29.34 131.86 27.60 133.47 28.82

Experiment  35.19 452 2711 425 2836 4.39

Symptoms of depression
Control 37.63 518 36.69 560 37.82 5.72
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Table 3.
The results of the mixed analysis of variance test with repeated measurements to
check the effectiveness of the intervention

vVariables Sou_rce_ of  Sum of Mean The significance Partial eta

Variation  Squares Square level squared

Group 22.76 2276 9.52 0.004 0.239

Alienation Time 74.52 41.03 8.68 0.001 0.224
G'xT™ 26.65 1467 342 0.046 0.113

Group 19.36 19.36  7.95 0.008 0.203

apnsecure Time 45.40 2302  6.44 0.003 0.177
GxT 21.90 11.24  3.56 0.041 0.106

Group 3.38 338  0.39 0.536 0.013

Egocentricity Time 23.10 11.55 2.75 0.080 0.072
GxT 8.69 4.34 1.46 0.241 0.046

Group 0.84 084 012 0.724 0.004

ncomomence  Tme 2033 1017 301 0057 0.001
GxT 475 238  0.66 0.521 0.021

Group 70.04 70.04  12.69 <0.001 0.272

Rotal Object — Time 65.27 3858 1188  <0.001 0.287
GxT 34.36 1718  7.52 0.002 0.180

Group 16.26 16.26  2.85 0.102 0.075

State Anger Time 29.30 1465  2.67 0.007 0.082
GxT 1.92 0.96 1.10 0.346 0.029

Group 9.59 9.59 1.14 0.295 0.037

Trait Anger Time 27.15 19.32 2.57 0.098 0.079
GxT 17.06 1064 242 0.097 0.075

Group 108.73 108.73 30.92 <0.001 0.436

Anger EXpression- — Time 197/12 9856 1836  <0.001 0.349
GxT 183.17 9158 18.89 <0.001 0.352

Group 17.23 1723  3.76 0.062 0.114

Anger Bxpression-  ime 31.65 1582  3.08 0.054 0.093
GxT 22.40 1120 311 0.052 0.094

Group 88.06 88.06  26.53 <0.001 0.412

Anger Control- In Time 116.69 58.34  15.06 <0.001 0.329
GxT 145.40 72.70  16.89 <0.001 0.352

Group 13.92 1392 2.29 0.141 0.063

Anger Control- e 25.68 1284 237 0.111 0.070

GxT 16.27 8.14 2.56 0.094 0.073
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Variables Source_ of  Sum of Mean = The significance Partial eta
Variation  Squares Square level squared

Group 337.50 337.50 /17.52 <0.001 0.369
Trait Guilt Time 567.58 283.79 17.65 <0.001 0.370
GxT 84.00 4200  4.89 0.015 0.134
Group 25.01 2501 293 0.097 0.081
State Guilt Time 12.06 6.03 3.10 0.060 0.092
GxT 8.90 445 287 0.072 0.085
Group 28.50 2850 216 0.152 0.052
Moral Standards Time 51.15 25.58 3.03 0.063 0.092
GxT 26.25 13.12 0.75 0.477 0.024
Group 187.29 187.29 6.93 0.013 0.185
Total guilt score Time 485.42 24271  4.84 0.011 0.139
GxT 145.18 72.59 1.57 0.217 0.049
Group 106.71 106.71 62.36 <0.001 0.543
Sgg‘pﬂg"sg}g[?f Time 52072 26486 4314  <0.001 0.519
GxT 41.31 20.66 7.96 0.001 0.210

*G: Group **T: Time
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Table 4
The results of the Bonferroni post hoc test in the three times of pre-test, post-test,
and follow-up in the experimental group

Pre-test - Post-test Pre-test - Follow-up  Post-test - Follow-up

Variables difference si :i?ii an difference si mﬁ: an difference i -rr:i]feica
Mean 9 Mean 9 Mean 9
ce level ce level nce level
Alienation 1.19 <0.001  -0.085 0.013 0.34 0.765
Insecure
At 122 0.008 -0.98 0.019 0.24 0.819
Total Object 4 4, 0.005 -3.09 0.009 0.63 0.852
Relations score
Anger -6.27 <0.001 -6.56 <0.001 -0.29 0.893
Expression- In
Anger I‘E]O””O" 545 <0001 -4.02 0.007 1.43 0.139
Trait Guilt -8.61 <0.001 -8.06 <0.001 0.54 0.985
Total guilt -12.65 0.004 -12.49 0.005 0.01 1
score
symptomsof - g e 0001 683 <0.001 1.25 0.305

depression
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