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Abstract

One of the most common psychological effects after childbirth is postpartum depression, which, if
untreated, can negatively impact the emotional and mental development of the child in the long term
and can also have irreparable consequences on the quality of the mother's marital life. The present study
aimed to compare the effectiveness of self-awareness-based spirituality and emotion-focused therapy
on sexual distress and interpersonal sensitivity in mothers with postpartum depression in Isfahan city.
This quasi -experimental research employed a pre-test-post-test design with a follow-up period and a
control group. The research population comprised all mothers with postpartum depression in Isfahan
city in 2024. The sample included 45 individuals selected through convenient sampling and based on
the inclusion criteria, who were randomly assigned to two experimental groups and one control group
(15 individuals in each group). To collect data, the Sexual Distress Questionnaire (Derogatis et al., 2008)
and the Personal Sensitivity Questionnaire (Boys & Papaker, 1989) were utilized. The experimental
groups received group therapy based on emotion-focused therapy (Johnson, 2008) and self-awareness-
based spirituality, while the control group received no therapeutic intervention. For data analysis,
multivariate analysis of covariance test was used. The results indicated that both self-awareness-based
spirituality and emotion-focused therapy were effective in reducing sexual distress, with emotion-
focused therapy having a more significant impact compared to self-awareness-based spirituality on
reducing sexual distress. Regarding interpersonal sensitivity, both therapies showed equal effectiveness
(P<0.05), and this effect remained stable during the follow-up period. The findings of the present study
can assist specialists in adopting appropriate approaches in the treatment of postpartum depression and
prepare mothers to cope with challenges after childbirth.

Keywords: postpartum depression, sexual distress, interpersonal sensitivity, self-awareness-based
spirituality, emotion-focused therapy.
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Introduction
Postpartum depression disorder is one of the most common psychological disorders that occurs in women
after childbirth and is associated with symptoms such as persistent sadness, decreased sexual desire,
anxiety, and high interpersonal sensitivity. This disorder negatively affects not only the mother's mental
health but also the quality of marital relationships and family well-being. In this group of women, sexual
distress and interpersonal sensitivity are significantly increased and can weaken their close emotional and
relational bonds. Therefore, the need for effective therapeutic methods to reduce these problems and
promote mental health and family relationships in this group is of particular importance. This study aims
to compare the effectiveness of two approaches self-awareness-based spirituality therapy and emotion-
focused therapy in reducing sexual distress and interpersonal sensitivity in mothers with postpartum
depression in Isfahan, in order to provide scientific and efficient solutions for improving their mental health
and quality of life .The research hypotheses are as follows:

H1: There is a difference between the effectiveness of self-awareness-based spirituality and

emotion-focused therapy on sexual distress in mothers with postpartum depression.

H2: There is a difference between the effectiveness of self-awareness-based spirituality and

emotion-focused therapy on interpersonal sensitivity in mothers with postpartum depression.

Methodology

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with follow-up and a control group. The
target population consisted of all mothers with postpartum depression disorder who visited healthcare
centers in Isfahan in 2023. From this population, 45 participants were selected through convenience
sampling and randomly assigned to two experimental groups (15 each) and one control group (15). The
inclusion criteria comprised: diagnosis of postpartum depression disorder (based on clinical interview),
having at least a high school diploma, not participating in individual or group psychological therapies
during the study period, absence of critical or highly stressful events (such as bereavement), and
willingness to participate in the study. The exclusion criteria included: absence from more than one
session, incomplete questionnaire responses, and unwillingness to continue cooperation in the study.
Participants were fully informed about the study objectives and voluntarily participated in the
interventions, retaining the right to withdraw from the study at any stage if they wished to discontinue
participation. They were also assured about the confidentiality of their information and the non-harmful
nature of the interventions. Subsequently, the therapeutic protocols of self-awareness-based spirituality
therapy and emotion-focused therapy (Johnson, 2008) were implemented by the researcher for the
experimental groups, each consisting of 10 sessions held twice weekly. For data collection, the Sexual

Distress Scale (Derogatis et al., 2008) and Interpersonal Sensitivity Measure (Boyce & Parker, 1989) were
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used. The data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics, including analysis of covariance

(ANCOVA), in SPSS software.

Result and Discussion

The findings indicated that there was a significant difference in both sexual distress and interpersonal
sensitivity scores between the pre-test and post-test in the experimental group (p < 0.01). Additionally,
significant differences were observed in sexual distress and interpersonal sensitivity scores between the
experimental and control groups at post-test (p < 0.01). Based on these results, both self-awareness-
based spirituality therapy and emotion-focused therapy were effective in reducing sexual distress, with
emotion-focused therapy demonstrating greater efficacy in this area. Another finding revealed that both
self-awareness-based spirituality and emotion-focused therapy were equally effective in reducing
interpersonal sensitivity, with no significant difference between the two approaches in this regard. This
difference can be explained within the framework of emotion-centered theories, which emphasize the
role of emotional processing and improved interpersonal communication in reducing sexual tension.
Since sexual distress in women with postpartum depression often originates from emotional conflicts
and intimacy issues, the focus of emotion-focused therapy on attachment reconstruction and emotion
regulation may account for its higher effectiveness. Conversely, although spirituality-based therapy can
reduce psychological stress through increased self-awareness and meaningful interpretation of personal
experiences, its more introspective nature likely results in a lesser impact on the relational dimensions
of sexual distress. Furthermore, regarding interpersonal sensitivity, both therapies were equally
effective, indicating shared underlying mechanisms such as increased empathy, emotional self-

regulation, and improved social relationships in both approaches.

Conclusion

The current study represents an important step in understanding the effectiveness of psychotherapeutic
interventions for postpartum depression. The findings not only confirm the efficacy of both approaches,
but also reveal their differential impact patterns across various domains. The superior performance of
emotion-focused therapy in addressing sexual distress highlights the importance of focusing on relational
and emotional aspects in postpartum sexual disorders. Conversely, the equivalent effectiveness of both
methods in reducing interpersonal sensitivity suggests the existence of common mechanisms such as
improved self-regulation and mutual understanding in both approaches. These results convey to clinicians
that treatment selection should be based on therapeutic priorities and individual client characteristics.
Furthermore, the findings provide a foundation for future research on integrating these two approaches

within comprehensive treatment protocols.
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