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Background: Poor distress tolerance and irrational beliefs, in a vicious cycle, exacerbate marital conflicts
and reduce the emotional and cognitive resilience of couples. Despite the theoretical potential of Intensive
Short-Term Dynamic Psychotherapy in modifying these constructs, its concurrent effectiveness on both
variables in couples seeking divorce has not yet been investigated.

Aims: The present study aimed to examine the effectiveness of Short-Term Dynamic Psychotherapy on
distress tolerance and irrational beliefs in couples seeking divorce.

Methods: This was a quasi-experimental study with a pretest-posttest control group design and a two-month
follow-up. The statistical population included all couples seeking divorce in District 2 of Tehran during the
first six months of 2024-2025. Among 298 eligible couples, 30 couples were selected using convenience
sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental group (15 couples) and a control group (15 couples).
The experimental group received the Short Term Dynamic Psychotherapy protocol based on Davanloo
(1995) and Ten Have-de Labije & Neborsky (2018) over six 90-minute sessions. Research instruments
included the Distress Tolerance Scale (Simons & Gaher, 2005) and the Irrational Beliefs Test (Jones, 1968).
Data were analyzed using repeated-measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post-hoc test in SPSS-27.
Results: The results indicated that the Short Term Dynamic Psychotherapy intervention led to a significant
increase in distress tolerance (n?>=0.121, P=0.027) and a significant decrease in irrational beliefs (n>=0.192,
P=0.003) in the experimental group. These changes remained stable at the follow-up phase, while no
significant changes were observed in the control group. Moreover, significant and stable improvements were
found in the subscales of regulation, appraisal, and tolerance (from the distress tolerance variable) and
helplessness toward change (from the irrational beliefs variable) (P< 0.05).

Conclusion: Short Term Dynamic Psychotherapy is effective in increasing distress tolerance and reducing
irrational beliefs in couples seeking divorce. Given the lasting effects of this intervention, it is recommended
that counseling centers employ this approach as an effective therapeutic option to assist couples experiencing
marital crisis.
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Introduction

Divorce, as a prevalent social phenomenon, is
associated with profound psychological, social, and
economic  consequences  (Mortelmans, 2020;
Wanberg et al., 2023). Its rising rate globally,
including in Iran, poses a significant societal
challenge. Recent statistics from Iran indicate that of
approximately 274,596 registered marriages in the
first seven months of 2025, 108,673 resulted in
divorce—equating to about 39% of marriages
(IranWire, 2025). This rate escalates to roughly 61
divorces per 100 marriages in provinces such as
Alborz Civil Registration Organization of Iran.
(2025).

Divorce-seeking couples typically exhibit high levels
of conflict, emotional and cognitive dysregulation,
and failure in problem-solving. Within this context,
low distress tolerance—defined as the capacity to
withstand negative emotional states (Zaorska et al.,
2023) and comprising facets such as tolerance,
appraisal, absorption, and regulation—is a key
exacerbating factor inversely related to marital
satisfaction. ~ Concurrently, irrational  beliefs,
characterized by unrealistic or distorted relationship
expectations (Mansell & Turner, 2022), create a
cognitive substrate for chronic misunderstanding and
dissatisfaction, neutralizing reconciliation efforts.
These cognitive distortions significantly impact
decision-making and behavior (Gekontelos et al.,
2021). Therefore, psychological interventions are
crucial for assisting these couples. Intensive ISTDP
an emotion-focused and structured approach derived
from Freudian psychoanalysis and developed by
Davanloo at McGill University (Thoma & Abbass,
2022), holds significant theoretical promise. ISTDP
focuses on confronting unconscious emotions and the
defensive mechanisms that obstruct healthy
emotional bonds (Hill, 2023). Empirical evidence
supports its effectiveness in resolving interpersonal
conflicts, with improvements often continuing post-
treatment (Schédler, 2018). By targeting the
emotional roots of poor distress tolerance, it helps
clients experience and endure distressing emotions,
thereby enhancing their capacity to manage relational
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stress (Shams et al., 2022; Hill, 2023). Furthermore,
by identifying and confronting maladaptive defenses
that protect against painful emotions—often
manifesting as distorted cognitions and unrealistic
expectations—ISTDP can effectively modify
relationship-related irrational beliefs (Malda Castillo
et al., 2022).

Despite reported efficacy for emotional and relational
issues, few studies have specifically investigated
ISTDP's simultaneous impact on the key variables of
distress tolerance and irrational beliefs within the
sensitive and critical population of divorce-seeking
couples, creating a significant research gap. This
study was therefore designed to investigate the
effectiveness of Intensive Short-Term Dynamic
Psychotherapy on distress tolerance and irrational
beliefs in divorce-seeking couples.

Method

This quasi-experimental  study employed a
pretest-posttest control group design with a
two-month follow-up. The population consisted of
divorce-seeking couples living in District 2 of
Tehran, Iran, from February to September 2025.
Using convenience sampling due to accessibility
constraints, 30 couples (60 individuals) were selected
from two counseling centers (Ruyesh and Shiva).
inclusion criteria (active marital conflict or expressed
intention to divorce, age 25-45 years, at least three
years of marriage, diploma education or higher),
participants were randomly assigned to an
experimental group (ISTDP, n=15 couples) or a
control group (no intervention, n=15 couples). The
experimental group received six 90-minute sessions
of ISTDP based on Hill (2022), adapted from
Davanloo (1995) and Ten Have-de Labije &
Neborsky (2018), combining individual and couple
sessions. The control group received no intervention.
Outcome measures were the Distress Tolerance Scale
(DTS) and the Irrational Beliefs Questionnaire (1BQ),
administered at pretest, immediately
post-intervention, and at two-month follow-up. Data
were analyzed using SPSS-27 with repeated-measures
ANOVA and Bonferroni post-hoc tests, after
confirming assumptions of normality, homogeneity
of wvariances, and sphericity. Ethical standards
including informed consent, confidentiality, and
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post-study counseling for the control group were
observed.

Results

The study included 30 couples (N=60) randomly
assigned to experimental and control groups (15
couples each). Mean age was 32.0+3.9 vs. 31.3+4.1
years for men and 28.9+3.8 vs. 29.4+4.2 years for
women in the experimental and control groups,
respectively. Most participants were aged 25-35
years (experimental: 73.3% women, 47.0% men;
control: 73.0% women, 50.7% men). Marital duration
in the experimental vs. control groups was: 3—6 years
(66.7% vs. 73.3%), 6-10 years (20.0% vs. 20.0%),
and >10 years (13.3% vs. 6.7%). Non-
consanguineous marriages comprised 86.3% vs.
80.0% of couples. Child distribution was: no children
(46.7% vs. 46.7%), one child (33.3% vs. 40.0%), two
children (13.3% vs. 6.7%), and three or more (6.7%
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Vvs. 6.7%). Education levels: diploma/associate degree
(6.7% vs. 6.7%), bachelor's degree (66.7% vs.
60.0%), master's or higher (26.3% vs. 33.3%); no
participants  had  below-diploma  education.
Socioeconomic status: low (33.3% vs. 26.7%),
medium (66.7% vs. 73.3%), and high (0% in both
groups). Chi-square tests confirmed no significant
between-group differences in any demographic
variable (p > 0.05), indicating baseline homogeneity.
All statistical assumptions for mixed ANOVA,
including normality and homogeneity of variances,
were met. A mixed-model repeated-measures
ANOVA revealed significant main effects of Time
and Group, and crucially, significant Time x Group
interactions for both primary outcomes—total
Distress Tolerance and total Irrational Beliefs—and
all their subcomponents . This indicates that the
changes observed over time differed significantly
between the ISTDP and control groups.

Table 1. Results of Repeated-Measures Analysis of Variance for Components of Distress Tolerance and Irrational Beliefs

Variable Source of Variation SS df MS F P n? Power

Time 75.28 2 37.64 2166 <0.001* 0.436 1.000

Tolerance Time x Group 4.08 2 4.04 2.32 0.107  0.077 0.453
Between-group 38.67 1 38.67 5.09 0.032* 0.154 0.587

Time 21.95 2 15.49 4.73 0.024* 0.145 0.660

Absorption Time x Group 8.08 2 5.70 1.74 0.194  0.059 0.292
Between-group 42.71 1 4271 4.81 0.037* 0.147 0.563

Time 135.02 2 87.14 17.35 <0.001* 0.383 0.998

Appraisal Time x Group 3.82 2 2.46 0.49 0.568 0.017 0.117
Between-group 1.11 1 1.11 0.04 <0.001* 0.042 0.055

Time 414.68 2 355.68  14.04 <0.001* 0.334 0.970

Regulation Time x Group 133.75 2 114.72 4.52 0.036* 0.139 0.581
Between-group 127.21 1 127.21 7.28 0.012* 0.206 0.741

Time 208.75 2 104.37 5.82 0.023* 0.172 0.644

Distress Tolerance (Total Score) Time x Group 232.15 2 116.07 3.83 0.027* 0.121 0.674
Between-group 629.37 1 629.37 6.44 0.017* 0.187 0.688

Time 402.42 2 201.21  28.28 <0.001* 0.503 1.000

Helplessness toward Change Time x Group 153.88 2 76.94 10.81 <0.001* 0.279 0.987
Between-group 683.37 1 683.37 5.82 0.023* 0.172 0.644

Time 21.62 2 11.60 1.39 0.256  0.047 0.227

Expectation of Approval from Others Time x Group 29.40 2 15.78 1.89 0.163  0.063 0.364
Between-group 67.60 1 67.60 0.58 0.450 0.021 0.115

Time 218.86 2 109.43  13.46 <0.001* 0.325 0.997

Avoidance of Problem Time x Group 67.36 2 33.67 4.14 0.021* 0.129 0.709
Between-group 309.87 1 309.87 9.73 0.004* 0.258 0.854

Time 722.86 2 36143  25.03 <0.001* 0.472 1.000

Emotional Irresponsibility Time x Group 84.68 2 42.34 2.93 0.061  0.095 0.550
Between-group 376.17 1 376.17 5.18 0.031* 0.156 0.595

Time 818.68 2 409.34 5.34 0.008* 0.160 0.821

Irrational Beliefs (Total Score) Time x Group 1022.15 2 511.07 6.67 0.003*  0.192 0.900
Between-group 5092.54 1 5092.54  5.49 0.026* 0.164 0.619
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The Bonferroni post-hoc test results (Table 1)
indicate that in the experimental group, the mean
distress tolerance scores increased significantly in the
post-test (mean difference= -5.83, p= 0.048) and
follow-up (mean difference= -6.13, p=0.020)
compared to the pre-test. However, the difference
between the post-test and follow-up scores is not
significant (mean difference = -1.60, p = 1.000). This
pattern indicates the sustained effectiveness of the
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intervention on increasing distress tolerance, such
that the improvements achieved at the end of
treatment were maintained during the follow-up
period. A similar pattern was observed for irrational
beliefs. The mean scores of this variable in the
experimental group decreased significantly in the
post-test (mean difference= 12.73, p= 0.004) and
follow-up (mean difference= 14.00, p< 0.001)
compared to the pre-test.

Table 2. Bonferroni Post-hoc Test for Pairwise Comparisons

Component Group Time (1) Time (J) Mean Difference (1-J) P
Pre-test Post-test -5.83* 0.048
Pre-test Follow-up -6.13* 0.020
Post-test Pre-test 5.83* 0.048
S Post-test Follow-up -1.60 1.000
Follow-up Pre-test 6.13* 0.020
Distress Tolerance Follow-up Post-test 1.60 1.000
Pre-test Post-test 1.20 1.000
Pre-test Follow-up 1.40 1.000
Post-test Pre-test -1.20 1.000
Canil Post-test Follow-up 0.20 1.000
Follow-up Pre-test -1.40 1.000
Follow-up Post-test -0.20 1.000
Pre-test Post-test -12.73* 0.004
Pre-test Follow-up -14.00* <0.001
Post-test Pre-test 12.73* 0.004
ISLBZ Post-test Follow-up -1.26 1.000
Follow-up Pre-test 14.00* <0.001
Irrational Beliefs Follow-up Post-test 1.26 1.000
Pre-test Post-test 0.53 1.000
Pre-test Follow-up -1.73 1.000
Control Post-test Pre-test -0.53 1.000
Post-test Follow-up -2.26 1.000
Follow-up Pre-test 1.73 1.000
Follow-up Post-test 2.26 1.000

Bonferroni post-hoc tests confirmed the source of
these interactions. For the ISTDP group, scores
improved significantly from pretest to posttest for
both Distress Tolerance and Irrational Beliefs.
Critically, no significant difference was found
between posttest and the two-month follow-up for
either variable (p=1.000), confirming the stability of
the treatment gains. In stark contrast, the control
group showed no significant changes across any
measurement points (p> 0.05).

This pattern of significant improvement from pretest
to posttest and stable maintenance at follow-up was
consistent across all four subcomponents of Distress
Tolerance  (Tolerance, Absorption, Appraisal,
Regulation) and all four measured subcomponents of

Irrational Beliefs (Helplessness, Need for Approval,
Problem Avoidance, Emotional Irresponsibility).

In summary, the ISTDP intervention led to
significant, substantial, and sustained increases in
distress tolerance and decreases in irrational beliefs
among divorce-seeking couples, whereas the control
group exhibited no meaningful change over time.

Conclusion

This study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of
Intensive  Short-Term  Dynamic Psychotherapy
(ISTDP) on distress tolerance and irrational beliefs
among divorce-seeking couples. The results showed
that ISTDP significantly increased total distress
tolerance and all its subcomponents (tolerance,
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absorption, appraisal, regulation), with effects
sustained at two-month follow-up. These findings
align with previous research (e.g., Ziapour et al.,
2023). The effectiveness of ISTDP lies in its direct
focus on unconscious and defensive roots of marital
problems. Couples on the verge of divorce often
employ rigid defenses such as denial, projection,
reaction formation, and emotional avoidance, which
block direct experience of core emotions (Hill, 2023).
ISTDP uses controlled therapeutic pressure to
challenge these defenses and provide a safe space for
confronting repressed emotions (anger, sadness, fear,
shame) (Davanloo, 1995). This process reduces
internal tension, models adaptive emotion regulation
based on acceptance and resilience (Ten Have-de
Labije & Neborsky, 2018), and produces structural
changes through early attachment conflicts.
Similarly, ISTDP significantly reduced irrational
beliefs across all subcomponents (helplessness, need
for approval, problem avoidance, emotional
irresponsibility), consistent with prior studies
(Ranjbar-Soudjani et al., 2017; Ziapour et al., 2023).
By identifying maladaptive defenses and using
techniques such as “clarification of defenses” and
“analysis of the triangle of person,” the therapy
replaces external blame with emotional responsibility
and cognitive flexibility (Davanloo, 1995; Hill,
2022). Limitations include convenience sampling,
restriction to District 2 of Tehran, and the dual role of
researcher-therapist, which may affect
generalizability. Future research should use random
sampling, broader populations, and separate roles.
Practically, ISTDP is recommended as an effective,
brief intervention for divorce-seeking couples in
counseling centers, with booster sessions to maintain
long-term gains.
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