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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Asthma is a chronic inflammatory disease of the respiratory system characterized by airway
hyperresponsiveness, chronic cough with little sputum, wheezing, and chest tightness (Bush, 2024; Brass & Kaplman,
2022). Beyond its physical manifestations, recent research indicates that asthma is also influenced by psychological
and personality factors. In particular, maladaptive cognitive schemas—especially those related to emotional
deprivation—appear to play an important role in shaping both the experience and management of the disease (Nazemi
et al., 2018). Individuals with an emotional deprivation schema feel that they have not received sufficient care,
empathy, or support throughout their lives. This chronic lack of emotional nurturing often leads to a persistent state
of emotional loneliness, where individuals perceive their interpersonal relationships as insufficient in both quality and
guantity. Emotional loneliness is thought to originate in early childhood experiences, particularly when primary
caregivers fail to meet the child’s emotional needs (Mansoor et al., 2010; Peplau, 2022).

Given the dual burden of physical and emotional distress in asthma, it is critical to explore therapeutic interventions
that can address both dimensions. Psychotherapeutic approaches such as Intensive Short-Term Dynamic
Psychotherapy (ISTDP) and mentalization-based treatment (MBT) have gained prominence as non-pharmacological
strategies that might improve psychological functioning and, by extension, asthma management. Both therapies are
designed to bring unconscious, distressing childhood experiences into conscious awareness, thereby helping patients
to regulate their emotions. Whereas ISTDP focuses on enabling patients to confront and process repressed emotions
within the therapeutic relationship, MBT seeks to enhance the patient’s capacity to understand and interpret both their
own and others’ mental states (Bateman & Fonagy, 2016; Fiorini et al., 2024). The present study compares the
effectiveness of these two interventions in reducing emotional loneliness among asthmatic patients with an emotional
deprivation schema, with the goal of identifying a more potent treatment modality for alleviating psychological
distress in this population.
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Method: This quasi-experimental study utilized a pre-test—post-test design with three groups. The study sample
consisted of 45 asthmatic patients diagnosed with an emotional deprivation schema who visited the Imam Reza
Educational-Therapeutic Center in Tabriz during the second half of 2023. Diagnosis of asthma was confirmed by a
specialist, and patients were screened for an emotional deprivation schema using the short form of Young’s Schema
Questionnaire (YSQ-SF). Inclusion criteria were: ages between 20 and 60 years, willingness and informed consent to
participate, and no history of receiving psychological treatment in the past six months. Exclusion criteria included the
use of non-prescribed medications and missing more than one therapy session during the study. In order to control for
disease severity, the duration and intensity of asthma were balanced across groups. Participants were randomly
assigned into three groups of 15 individuals each:

* ISTDP Group: Received 8 individual therapy sessions of 90 minutes each based on the short-term psychodynamic
psychotherapy protocol developed by Davanloo (2011).

* MBT Group: Received 8 individual therapy sessions of 90 minutes each following the mentalization-based treatment
protocol as outlined by Bateman and Fonagy (2016).

* Control Group: Did not receive any psychotherapeutic intervention during the study period; however, for ethical
considerations, the MBT intervention was later provided to this group after post-test assessments.

The primary outcome measure was the level of emotional loneliness, assessed with a 20-item scale developed by
Russell et al. (1980). The items are scored on a 4-point Likert scale (ranging from “Never” to “Always”), with total
scores ranging from 20 to 80; scores above the average of 50 indicate higher levels of loneliness. Data analysis was
conducted using univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) to adjust for any baseline differences and to determine
the effect of treatment on post-test emotional loneliness scores.

Results: Descriptive statistics showed that the mean ages of the ISTDP, MBT, and control groups were 35.6, 36.2,
and 35.8 years, respectively, with an overall mean age of 35.7 years. Gender distribution was similar across groups,
with approximately 33% male and 67% female participants. Analysis of pre-test and post-test scores on the loneliness
scale revealed that both therapeutic interventions significantly reduced the intensity of emotional loneliness compared
to the control group. The ANCOVA results indicated a statistically significant group effect (p < 0.001) with an effect
size (n?) of 0.77, meaning that 77% of the variance in post-test loneliness scores could be explained by differences
between the treatment groups. The following table summarizes the key ANCOVA findings:

Table 1. Results of the Analysis of Covariance for Between-Group Effects on Loneliness in the
Experimental and Control Groups

Source of Variation SS df MS F p 2
Group 528.488 2 264.244 2.31570 0.0001 0.77
Error 428.142 41 474.3 - — _
Total 800.17 44 - - - _

The results presented in Table 1 indicate that both short-term psychodynamic therapy and mentalization-based
treatment produced a statistically significant difference between the groups in terms of loneliness (> = 0.77, F (2,44)
= 2.31570), accounting for 77% of the variance in loneliness scores. This finding suggests that a substantial portion
of the individual differences in loneliness can be attributed to group membership, reflecting the effect of the
intervention.

Post hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni method indicated that the MBT group exhibited a significantly greater
reduction in loneliness compared to both the ISTDP and control groups. The ISTDP group also showed significant
improvements relative to the control group; however, its effect was less pronounced than that of MBT.

Discussion: The results of this study indicate that both Intensive Short-Term Dynamic Psychotherapy (ISTDP) and
mentalization-based treatment (MBT) effectively reduce emotional loneliness in asthmatic patients with an emotional
deprivation schema. Notably, MBT was found to be more effective than ISTDP, as reflected by the larger reduction
in loneliness scores. These findings support the theoretical rationale that enhancing a patient’s ability to mentalize—
the capacity to interpret and understand mental states in oneself and others—can lead to improved emotional regulation
and more satisfying interpersonal relationships. In contrast, ISTDP primarily facilitates the confrontation and
processing of repressed emotions, which, although effective, may not address the relational deficits as directly as
MBT.
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The superior performance of MBT may be attributed to its emphasis on improving the patient’s understanding of
the internal and external dimensions of emotional experience. This process helps individuals reconstruct their early
attachment experiences and modify maladaptive internal representations that contribute to chronic emotional
loneliness. Improved mentalization is likely to foster better interpersonal relationships, which, in turn, can lead to
enhanced overall well-being and better management of asthma symptoms. Given that stress and emotional distress are
known to exacerbate asthma, the integration of such psychotherapeutic interventions into standard asthma care could
have far-reaching benefits.

Nonetheless, this study has limitations. Data were collected solely via self-report measures, which may be subject
to bias such as social desirability or unintentional distortion. Moreover, the absence of a long-term follow-up phase
limits the ability to assess the durability of treatment effects over time. Future research should incorporate multimethod
assessments—including clinical interviews and behavioral observations—and extend follow-up periods to determine
the longevity of these interventions” benefits.

In summary, the present study demonstrates that both ISTDP and MBT are effective in reducing emotional
loneliness among asthmatic patients with an emotional deprivation schema, with MBT showing a more pronounced
impact. These findings underscore the importance of addressing psychological factors in the treatment of asthma and
suggest that interventions aimed at enhancing mentalization may offer a promising avenue for improving both
emotional and physical health outcomes in this population.
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