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A Qualitative Meta-Synthesis of Psychological Distress in Iranian Society

Mohsen Niazi!, Ali Farhadian?, Mahdieh Kazemian3
& Fatemeh Khoshbayani*

Psychological distress is a broad construct that typically refers to the co-occurrence of
depressive, anxiety, and stress symptoms and manifests, in response to stressors, as
perceived discomfort, emotional turmoil, and functional impairment. Such distress can
weaken the quality of interpersonal relationships and, by increasing conflict in marital,
family, and social domains, may generate adverse individual and collective outcomes.
Objective: The present study aimed to qualitatively meta-synthesize Iranian research on
psychological distress and to develop a conceptual model of its associated factors.
Method: Using an inductive approach and following the seven-step qualitative meta-
synthesis procedure, Persian-language articles published between 2015 and 2022 were
retrieved from domestic databases, screened based on inclusion and exclusion criteria,
and appraised for methodological quality. After data extraction, open coding was
conducted, followed by iterative conceptual integration through constant movement
between codes and categories to derive final themes. Results: A total of 37 eligible
studies were included. Qualitative synthesis yielded 102 initial codes, which were
ultimately organized into 16 overarching themes: emotions; neurotic states; disorders;
family status; couple relationship quality; illnesses; healthcare services; the COVID-19
pandemic experience; religious attitudes; and social, cultural, educational, and economic
dimensions, as well as impulses and impulse control. Overall, the findings suggest that
psychological distress in Iran is a multi-level phenomenon shaped by the interaction of
individual, interpersonal, and structural factors. Conclusion: The resulting model can
inform the design of multi-component interventions, particularly those focusing on
strengthening emotion regulation skills, improving family communication and support,
and enhancing access to—and the quality of—mental health services. Future research is
recommended to employ longitudinal designs and focus on high-risk groups to test
causal pathways and more precisely examine the role of cultural context. From an
applied perspective, the findings can assist planners in developing monitoring indicators
and aligning interventions across schools, workplaces, and primary care settings. Study
limitations include reliance on published studies and the possibility of publication bias.
Keywords: psychological distress; anxiety; depression; stress; qualitative meta-
synthesis; model.
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