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Background: Depression in older adults is one of the major challenges in mental health. Despite
extensive research on depression in the elderly, there is a significant gap in examining the role of
existential concerns, especially in older individuals who have experienced trauma, and the
effectiveness of treatments focused on improving interpersonal relationships in reducing these issues.
Interpersonal therapy, as a psychotherapy approach aimed at enhancing interpersonal relationships
and alleviating symptoms of depression, has shown promising potential in addressing these
challenges.

Aims: Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of interpersonal therapy on
existential concerns and symptoms of depression in elderly individuals with a history of trauma.
Methods: The method of this research was pre-test type - so the test was with the certificate group
and two-month follow-up. The statistical population of this study consisted of all depressed elderly
individuals with a history of trauma residing in Qazvin city in the year 1402 (2023-2024). The sample
for this study included 20 depressed elderly individuals with a history of trauma, identified based on
a cutoff score of 21 on the Beck Depression Inventory and a cutoff score of 4 or higher on the Walker
and Sincere (1987) questionnaire, as well as clinical interviews. Participants were matched by gender
and assigned to either the interpersonal therapy group or the control group (10 individuals in each
group). The study utilized the Beck Depression Inventory (1994) and the Existential Concerns
Questionnaire by Brueckner et al. (2017). The experimental group received 12 sessions of
interpersonal therapy based on the model by Klerman and Weissman. Data analysis was conducted
using repeated measures ANOVA with SPSS-26 software.

Results: The results indicated that interpersonal therapy had a significant impact on existential
concerns and symptoms of depression (P< 0.001), and this effect was maintained during the follow-
up period (P< 0.001).

Conclusion: This study emphasizes the importance of interpersonal therapy as an effective method
for improving the psychological and social status of depressed elderly individuals and suggests that
this approach should be incorporated into treatment programs for this age group.
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Introduction

According to the latest report by the World Health
Organization, the highest rates of depression are
observed in the elderly population (Al-Fifi et al.,
2024). In Iran, the prevalence of depression has been
reported variably. For instance, a study found that the
prevalence of depression among the elderly between
2001 and 2015 was approximately 43% (Golboni et
al., 2022). Elder abuse in older adults refers to
behavior, whether intentional or unintentional, by one
or more individuals, that causes harm and reduces the
quality of life of the elderly (Kang & Kim, 2022).
Elder abuse encompasses various forms, including
physical, sexual, psychological, emotional, financial
abuse, as well as neglect, abandonment, and
disrespect of older adults (Patel et al., 2021). Older
adults who experience abuse tend to exhibit lower
levels of happiness and psychological well-being,
along with higher levels of psychological stress
(Lopez et al., 2024).

During this stage of life, the elderly face significant
existential challenges, such as coping with the
transience of life, enduring illness and suffering,
dealing with loss and death, managing problems,
loneliness, and depression (Zhang et al., 2024).
Existential concerns are among the fundamental
anxieties that lead to psychological distress and
feelings of insecurity (Hegdahl et al., 2022).
Existential concerns include multiple components,
such as death anxiety, the meaning of life, and
feelings of loneliness, with death anxiety being more
prominent during this period, as older adults
experience it more than other age groups (Bergman,
2024). Studies have shown that existential concerns
are positively associated with key variables in old
age, such as guilt and anxiety (Amirbaglouy Dariani
& Marashi, 2021).0ne of the therapeutic approaches
used to address the psychological problems of the
elderly is interpersonal psychotherapy (Henriksen &
Klugerty, 2006). Interpersonal psychotherapy (IPT)
iIs a short-term, evidence-based treatment initially
developed as a therapeutic approach for depression,
which has since been adapted for different subgroups,
including elderly patients (Hadi et al., 2024).
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Considering the growing elderly population, the high
prevalence of depression, and elder abuse among
older adults, the present study aims to address the
following question: Does interpersonal
psychotherapy affect existential concerns and
depressive symptoms in elderly individuals with
depression who have experienced abuse?

Method

The present study is a quasi-experimental research
conducted using a pre-test, post-test, and two-month
follow-up design with a control group. The statistical
population of this study consisted of all elderly
individuals with depression and a history of abuse
residing in Qazvin city in 2023. The sample for this
study included 20 elderly individuals with depression
and a history of abuse, residing in Qazvin city, who
were identified based on a cut-off score of 21 on the
Beck Depression Inventory and a cut-off score of 4 or
higher on the Elder Abuse Questionnaire, as well as
through clinical interviews. Participants were
matched for gender and assigned to two groups: the
interpersonal psychotherapy group and the control
group (10 participants in each group). The
instruments used in this study included: the Elder
Abuse Questionnaire by Wolk and Stok-Stok (1986),
clinical interviews with elderly participants, the Beck
Depression Inventory-Il, the Existential Concerns
Questionnaire by Bruggen et al. (2017), and the
Interpersonal Psychotherapy Protocol developed by
Klerman and Weissman (1994).

Results

In the present study, 20 elderly individuals
participated. In the experimental group, the
educational levels of the participants were as follows:
6 individuals had a high school diploma, 1 had an
associate degree, and 3 had a bachelor’s degree. In the
control group, 5 participants had a high school
diploma, 1 had an associate degree, and 4 had a
bachelor’s degree. The mean age of participants in the
experimental group was 67.63 years, with a minimum
age of 65 and a maximum age of 70. The mean age of
participants in the control group was 65.43 years,
with a minimum age of 66 and a maximum age of 69.
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Table 1. Within- and Between-Subject Effects of Repeated Measures Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) on Existential Concerns and
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Depression in the Interpersonal Therapy and Control Groups

Variable Effect Sum of Squares  Error Sum of Squares F Sig Eta Squared
Time Effect 8478/867 4239/433 460/887  0/001 0/943
existential concerns Group Effect 3951/077 3951/077 346/644  0/001 0/928
Interaction Effect (Group x Time) 3260/689 1630/344 177/243  0/001 0/864
Time Effect 994/863 497/431 12/45 0/001 0/523
depression Group Effect 7771676 7771676 8/08 0/001 0/423
Interaction Effect (Group x Time) 433/415 216/707 6/12 0/001 0/378

The results of the mixed ANOVA in Table 4 indicate
that there are significant differences between the pre-
test, post-test, and follow-up stages (time factor) in
existential concerns and depression (P< 0.001). The
effect size shows that 42% of the changes in

depression and 93% of the changes in existential
concerns are attributable to the group factor
(interpersonal therapy). To compare the measurement
times, the Bonferroni test was used, and the results
are presented in the table below.

Table 2. Results of the Bonferroni Test for Comparing Pre-Test, Post-Test, and Follow-Up Scores for Existential Concerns and Depression

Variable Step Difference of means SD P
pre-test Post-test 12/433 0/680 P<0/001
existential concerns Follow up 23/767 0/970 P<0/001
Post-test Follow up 11/333 0/660 P<0/001
pre-test -12/433 0/680 P<0/001
pre-test Post-test 6/34 0/124 P<0/001
depression Follow up 11/46 0/457 P<0/001
Post-test Follow up 7/82 0/288 P<0/001
pre-test -6/34 0/124 P<0/001

Based on the data in Table 5, the results indicated
significant differences in within-group scores
between the pre-test and post-test (intervention
effect) and between the pre-test and follow-up (time
effect) for the variables of existential concerns and
depression (P< 0.001). Additionally, there were
significant differences between the mean scores of the
post-test and follow-up (intervention stability) for
existential concerns and depression. In other words,
the scores of the variables in the experimental group
did not demonstrate a consistent effect over time in
the post-test and follow-up phases.

Conclusion
The findings of the present study clearly
demonstrated the significant effectiveness of

interpersonal  psychotherapy in  meaningfully
reducing existential concerns among depressed
elderly individuals who have experienced abuse. This
valuable result not only aligns with previous research
but also shows a notable consistency with the pivotal
study by Urehauser (2005), which highlighted the
essential role of psychotherapy in alleviating

existential concerns. In this context, the systematic
and step-by-step approach of interpersonal
psychotherapy serves as a guiding framework,
helping elderly individuals explore the complexities
of their relationships and carefully identify and
address dysfunctional and destructive interaction
patterns (Rajhans et al., 2020).

Furthermore, this therapeutic approach assists
individuals in accurately understanding and
recognizing their unique role in the dynamics of
problematic relational patterns. For elderly
individuals who have experienced abuse, this
fundamental stage of therapy may include a detailed
and in-depth exploration of the long-term and
damaging effects of abuse on their current
relationships, including familial, friendly, and social
connections.  Additionally, the protocol of
interpersonal psychotherapy meticulously focuses on
teaching and practicing effective and functional
communication techniques. These techniques include
the ability to express emotions honestly and
constructively, the subtle art of active and empathetic
listening, strengthening empathy skills and
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understanding  others’  perspectives, practical
problem-solving  strategies in interpersonal
interactions, and techniques for managing anger and
controlling emotional reactions in tense situations
(Weissman, 2020). By enhancing and strengthening
these vital skills, elderly individuals are equipped
with the tools necessary to establish healthier, more
satisfying, reciprocal, and supportive relationships.
Consequently, this approach breaks the vicious cycle
of isolation and relational dissatisfaction.
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