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Background: Former studies have demonstrated that coronary artery disease is a major cause of
death and in Iran is the top cause of death and causes 45 percent of fatalities. After coronary artery
bypass surgery (CABG) patients face psychological problems such as depression, anxiety, and stress.
Progressive counting method is an effectiveness method in providing mental exposure and
desensitize traumatic memories to lower anxiety and enhance a sense of mastery over spontaneous
memories. But there is lack of research on the progressive counting method in Iran.

Aims: This study aimed to evaluate the efficacy of PC method on emotional symptoms (depression,
anxiety & stress), which exist in CABG patients according to the literature.

Methods: In this quasi-experimental research, we used a pre-test-post-test design. Patients included
those who were referred to the Rehabilitation Clinic of Tehran Heart Center within a 4 to 6-week
period after coronary artery bypass surgery. Among them, 24 patients were selected. Having
consented to participate in the study, all 24 participants were randomly placed in intervention and
control groups. DASS-21 and IES-R were used for measurement. Assessments were performed in
three stages pre-test, post-test, & follow-up in both groups.

Results: Progressive counting method significantly reduced anxiety & stress symptoms in the
intervention group (0=0.05). This method did not make a significant difference in the rate of
depression. The amount of depression during the follow-up period is largely determined by these
values during the pre-test period (0=0.05).

Conclusion: Progressive counting method probably influences the perception of the impacts of the
trauma on the life of the individual and treats the implications of the trauma on the patient's life and
decreases the probability of re-traumatization. It is recommended to study with more samples.
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Introduction

Coronary artery disease is a major cause of death in
societies (Heydari, 2021; Ravand, Attarbashi
Moghadam, & Meraci, 2014). In Iran, this is the top
cause of death and causes 45 percent of fatalities.
After coronary artery bypass surgery (CABG)
patients face psychological as well as physical
problems such as depression, anxiety, post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD), and delirium that adversely
affects their quality of life (Piddoubny & Caro, 2019;
Heydari, 2021; Ravand et al., 2014; Rahimi,
Taghipour, & Ebadi, 2018; Kuruppu, Ghani,
Pritchard, 2021). CABG just like any other surgery is
stressful for patients (Javadzadeh Moghtader, Salari,
& Shad, 2018). The presence of psychological factors
such as depression and anxiety are associated with
poor medical outcomes and an increase in health care
costs (Piddoubny & Caro, 2019). However, adequate
psychotherapeutic interventions are not in place at
present (Vilchinsky, Ginzburg, & Fait, 2017).
Moreover, the required interventions are
understudied (Kéanel, Meister-Langraf, & Barth,
2021). Treating the psychological problems brought
about by the surgery can be helpful to surgical
outcomes and to prevent negative psychophysical
outcomes such as rehospitalization that burdens
patients with extra costs not to mention increasing the
possibility of death (Jacquet-Smailovic, Tarquinio, &
Alla, 2020; Sadock & Sadock, 2015).

Intending to treat Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD) symptoms, in 1993, Frank Ochenberg came
up with a psychotherapy technique called Counting
Method (CM). The purpose of this method was to
provide mental exposure and desensitize traumatic
memories to lower anxiety and enhance a sense of
mastery over spontaneous memories (Johnson,
Lubin, & Ochenberg, 2007). This method is a trauma-
informed based therapy. In other words, the therapy
is under the influence of perception of the impacts of
the trauma on the life of the individual. The therapist's
interventions are targeted at treating the implications
of the trauma on the patient’s life and decreasing the
probability of re-traumatization of the patient (Elliott,
Bjelajac, & Fallot, 2005). The Progressive Counting
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Method (PC), developed by Ricky Greenwald (2008),
is a psychotherapy method to treat PTSD symptoms,
which is based on the Counting Method therapy.
Former studies have demonstrated the effectiveness
of this method on PTSD.

Studies have shown the high prevalence of
depression, anxiety, and stress among CABG patients
besides the high possibility of outcomes such as
rehospitalization and mortality in case of not treating
these problems. Currently, in Iran and other countries
regarding diagnoses and treatment of such problems,
the focus is on medical actions. Considering the lack
of research on the progressive counting method in
Iran as well as the high rates of artery illnesses, this
research was conducted with the goal of exploring the
efficacy of the progressive counting method on
emotional symptoms in patients with coronary artery
bypass surgery. The hypotheses of this study were as
follows:

e The use of the progressive counting method
reduces the depression symptoms in CABG
patients.

e The use of the progressive counting method
decreases anxiety symptoms in CABG
patients.

e The use of the progressive counting method
mitigates stress symptoms in CABG patients.

Method

This quantitative quasi-experimental study uses a pre-
post-test design with a control group (Delavar, 2008).
Participants were CABG patients that were referred
to the Rehabilitation Clinic of The Tehran Heart
Center after 4 to 6 weeks of their surgery for heart
rehabilitation. 24 participants that met the inclusion
criteria as follows were selected: a score of 24 or
higher on the Event Impact Scale (Panaghi, Hakim
Shooshtari, & Atari Mogadam, 2006) and educational
level of high school for the very least. Each
participant was designated a number between 1 and
24. Then, with the application of random number
selection, each participant was placed in either the
intervention or control groups. The exclusion criteria
were having a prohibition to do rehabilitations such
as consistent  Anzhin, Acute  Myocardial
Infarction phase, and unstable arrhythmia. All stages
of the research were under the ethical code. It was
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asked of the participants to not receive any other form
of psychotherapy intervention and counseling during
the period of this study. The 21-question version of
the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS-21)
(Samani & Joukar, 2007) was used for assessment.
As Greenwald (2008, 2013) has provided a
comprehensive manual for the progressive counting
method, we avoid going into details and briefly enlist
the steps below:

Step 1. Acquiring consent from participants

Step 2. Conducting pretest: measuring the emotional
symptoms with DASS-21 (Samani & Joukar, 2009)
in all participants

Step 3. No intervention in the control group

Step 4. Preparing the client: explaining the post-
surgery problems and the probable advantages and
disadvantages to the therapy method following the
research's ethical code, highlighting the client's
strengths consisting relationships, competencies,
achievements, and goals in an attempt to reach a
therapeutic alliance, connecting the therapy outcomes
to the client's goals to motivate and empower them to
face the traumatic memories, making a list of the
traumatic events and prioritizing them based on the
severeness, teaching controlled breathing relaxation
technique.

Step 5. Performing 6 sessions of intervention in the
experimental group based on the progressive
counting method following the comprehensive
method of Greenwald (2013) (choosing the movie,
choosing the ending moment, initiating mental
exposure, embracing the client's feelings and
relaxing, progressive mental exposure, decreasing
number counting, bottling the unprocessed memories,
preventing relapse.

Step 6. Conducting post-test at the end of the
intervention sessions

Step 7. Conducting follow-up 2 months after post-test
The scores of each participant were calculated
according to the DASS's manual (Samani & Joukar,
2009) in each assessment phase. In the inferential
analyses of the test, the assumption of an acceptance
range of.05 for type one error was employed
(Delavar, 2008). To investigate the efficacy of the
intervention, the mixed two-way Anova was used. To
control for participants' differences at the entry-level,
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the pre-test variable was assumed as a covariate in
this design (Isfahani, 2017). The data entry, statistical
calculations, and assumptions test analyses were
executed using SPSS 26.

Results

The Fisher test was used to determine gender
homogeneity between groups (Rezaeian, 2017). After
running the test, p was.68 which is higher than.05 and
for this reason insignificant meaning there was no
significant difference between the two groups in
terms of gender. To compare the mean ages of groups,
the independent-samples T-test was conducted. The
significance level in Levene's test is at (p >.05) which
means the variances in ages in the two groups were
almost equal. Furthermore, the two-tailed
significance was.784 (p >.05), thus there was no
significant difference between the ages of the
participants in the control and experimental groups.
The mixed analysis of variance was used considering
the sample size was equal in the control and
experimental groups and the fact that this method is
not sensitive to normality (Sarmad, 2016).

Since one of the factors of this research design is
within groups, testing for the assumption of
homogeneity of variance in groups was necessary.
This was tested using Box's M. Since significance
was greater than.001, the null hypothesis is not
rejected, hence the assumption of homogeneity of
variances is met.

The effect size calculations indicated that 21.5% of
the variances in the depression score at follow-up are
explained by the depression score at pre-test and 0.7%
of the variances in the depression scores are explained
by the time passage. 3.6 percent of the variances in
anxiety scores at follow-up were explained by time
and 7.8% of variances by anxiety scores at pre-test.
0.3 percent of the variances in stress scores were
explained by time, 19.2% of the variances by
intervention, and 24.6% of the variances by the scores
at pre-test.

As presented in table 1, the between-group (control
and experimental) factor and the within-group (time
passage) factor were not significant at.05. In other
words, the differences in the depression scores in the
control and experimental groups at post-test and
follow-up were not significant. The reciprocal effects
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of the intervention and time were significant (p >.05),
more specifically, time passage makes significant
changes in the control and experimental groups'
depression scores. In anxiety, the between-group
(control and experimental) factor was significant (p
>.05) indicating a significant difference in anxiety
symptoms between the two groups of control and
experimental. However, time passage and the
reciprocal effects of the intervention and time did not
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make a significant difference in anxiety symptoms.
The between-group (control and experimental) factor
in the stress variable was significant at.05 level,
therefore it stands to reason that there is a significant
difference in stress symptoms between the two groups
of control and experimental. Notwithstanding, the
time passage and the reciprocal effects of the
intervention and time did not make a significant
difference in stress symptoms.

Table 1. Analysis of Variance

The Change Source

Sig. Partial Eta Squared

Between-group factor

0.072 0.146

Depression  Within-group factor (time)  0.709 0.007
Reciprocal factor 0.009 0.009

Between-group factor 0.002 0.384

Anxiety Within-group factor (time)  0.193 0.079
Reciprocal factor 0.383 0.036

Between-group factor 0.036 0.192

Stress Within-group factor (time)  0.815 0.003
Reciprocal factor 0.262 0.059

Conclusion

Regarding our first hypothesis, the statistical analyses
results showed that depression symptoms of the
control and experimental groups at follow-up did not
differ significantly. These results were determined
after moderating scores at pre-test with the help of a
mixed Anova. This result is consistent with the results
of a study by Liea, Arnesenb, & Sandvikc (2007).
Another consistent result is the depression score at the
pretest playing a role in predicting the depression
score results at post-test and follow-up. The decrease
in depression in the experimental, as well as the
control group, could be justified by the results of a
meta-analyses study by Rosson, Monaco, & Miola
(2021). The mentioned study showed that depression
symptoms decrease in patients within a year from the
medical procedure with no psychotherapeutic
intervention present. As a result, a reduction in
depression symptoms in the control group is
expectable. Whereas having depression symptoms is
common at the early recovery stages after surgery, the
symptoms are often alleviated over time. Although,
this does not hold for every patient, and screening
patients for this is recommended. After the screening,
employing the progressive counting method in
combination with other depression psychotherapies
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for depressed patients is encouraged (Ravven, Bader,
& Azar, 2014).

Statistical analyses confirmed our second hypothesis
with a 95% confidence level. The significant
difference in anxiety levels in the control and
experimental groups is consistent with the findings of
Ahangarzadeh, Oladrostam, & Nemotolahi (2017) on
positive thinking training intervention in CABG
patients. Furthermore, this is in accordant with the
research of Nikouee, Oraki, & Janbozorgi (2021) in
which cognitive-behavioral immunizing training
intervention was performed for CABG patients. The
significant differences in anxiety in the intervention
group arise from the sense of mastery the patient
gains over traumatic memories and taking
experience-induced anxiety under control which are
results of progressive counting method therapy
intervention (Tavakoli, Tajeri, & Radfar, 2020;
Greenwald, 2013).

Statistical analyses showed our third hypothesis is
confirmed by 95% confidence. To put it another way,
our results indicate a significant difference in stress
symptoms in the two groups of experimental and
control. This intervention changes the individual's
mentality of the problems and stressful factors; and
post-intervention, the individuals have better control
and higher self-reliance over their emotions and
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thoughts on stressful occasions. This will lead to a
better evaluation of the events and the coping
capabilities of oneself against them, which results in
a decrease in stress in the intervention group
(Greenwald, 2013; Nikouee et al., 2021).
Progressive counting method probably influences the
perception of the impacts of the trauma on the life of
the individual and treats the implications of the
trauma on the patient's life and decreases the
probability of re-traumatization. It decreases the
anxiety and stress symptoms in CABG patients, and
as such, this method is recommended. This therapy
method did not have a significant effect on depression
symptoms. In this regard, the pre-test score played a
role in determining the score at 2 months follow-up.
Consequently, screening the patients for the
symptoms they experience at the time they first get
the diagnosis for a need for surgery and post-surgery
is of the essence.

The statistical population was limited to patients that
were referred to the Rehabilitation Clinic of The
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Tehran Heart Center. Also, the sampling method was
convenience sampling due to the evermore
limitations caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Resulting in a demoted generalization power of these
findings. It is recommended to study with more
samples.
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