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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of Special
Marking Therapy training in managing anxiety and depression symptoms
among university students. A quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with
a control group was applied. From 200 students, 30 individuals with the
highest scores in anxiety and depression on the General Health Questionnaire
were selected and randomly assigned to an experimental group (n=15) and a
control group (n=15). The experimental group received eight 60-minute
sessions of Special Marking Therapy training, while the control group
received no intervention. Instruments included the Beck Anxiety Inventory
(1988) and the Beck Depression Inventory (1963), administered at pretest and
posttest. Data were analyzed using one-way ANCOVA. ANCOVA results
revealed a significant difference between the experimental and control groups
in posttest depression scores (F=32.132, p<0.001, n>=0.543). A significant
difference was also found for anxiety scores (F=30.216, p<0.001, n*>=0.528).
These findings indicate that Special Marking Therapy training significantly
reduced anxiety and depression in the experimental group compared to the
control group. The findings demonstrate that Special Marking Therapy is
effective in improving the management of anxiety and depression symptoms
and can serve as a beneficial psychological intervention for individuals
experiencing emotional and mood-related difficulties.

Keywords: Special Marking Therapy; anxiety; depression; psychological
intervention; university students
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Anxiety and depression are among the most prevalent psychological disorders and represent a major global
burden affecting emotional, cognitive, interpersonal, and physiological functioning. Contemporary clinical
psychology highlights that the interaction of maladaptive cognitions, dysregulated emotions, and internal
conflicts forms the core of these disorders (Barlow et al., 2018). The developmental course of depression often
involves persistent negative appraisals, impaired social functioning, and chronic stress responses, all of which
significantly diminish quality of life. Recent epidemiological evidence further suggests that parents of children
with chronic illnesses, such as type 1 diabetes, exhibit heightened rates of depression, demonstrating the
sensitivity of depressive systems to stress-laden contexts (Chen et al., 2023). Similarly, research conducted
among adolescents has confirmed that disruptions in emotional and social maturity can lead to heightened
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vulnerability to depression and social anxiety (Sohrabzadeh & Hakim Javadi, 2021). These observations
underscore the necessity for interventions that target both the cognitive—emotional mechanisms of distress and
the deeper, often unarticulated, internal structures sustaining maladaptive patterns.

In recent therapeutic developments, growing attention has been directed toward models that recognize the role
of unexpressed emotions, internalized prohibitions, and cognitive “taboos” in the maintenance of
psychopathology. Studies on taboo language and its psychological implications demonstrate that forbidden or
silenced internal content can influence emotional processing, semantic interpretation, and interpersonal
expression (Husda & Saragih, 2021; Wiwin & Aziz, 2019; Yule, 2022). Such insights align closely with
psychodynamic and emotion-focused theories, which assert that unresolved internal conflicts—especially
those avoided or suppressed—can manifest as symptoms of depression and anxiety. Furthermore, depressive
individuals frequently report intense self-criticism, feelings of inadequacy, and relational distress, factors
empirically linked with elevated depression severity (Amiri Mosavar et al., 2023; Rehman et al., 2015).
These features suggest that psychological interventions focusing on uncovering, labeling, and organizing
internal emotional content may yield considerable therapeutic benefit.

Parallel findings in the treatment of anxiety also highlight the significance of cognitive interpretation and
emotional regulation. Neurocognitive evidence shows that state and trait anxiety map differently onto brain
networks related to threat detection and emotional appraisal (Saviola et al., 2020). Individuals with heightened
anxiety often process ambiguous events as threatening, reinforcing cycles of avoidance and hypervigilance.
Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) has demonstrated efficacy in reducing these maladaptive interpretations
by restructuring cognition and enhancing coping skills (Ashoori et al., 2024; Mortazavi & Rostami, 2024).
Interventions targeting intolerance of uncertainty, cognitive fusion, and emotional dysregulation have also
been shown effective, particularly in samples experiencing comorbid anxiety and depression (Nedaei et al.,
2025). Moreover, therapies grounded in acceptance, emotion regulation, and metacognition have produced
significant reductions in anxiety and hopelessness across diverse populations, including mothers of children
with autism spectrum disorder and adolescent girls (Atayei et al., 2022; Rostami et al., 2020).

Despite these advances, existing therapeutic modalities often place limited emphasis on the internal symbolic
structure of emotions, the implicit narratives individuals carry about themselves, and the “unmarked”
psychological elements that remain unprocessed. Special Marking Therapy (SMT) is a newly developed
intervention aiming to address this gap. Drawing from psychodynamic, linguistic, and cognitive perspectives,
SMT proposes that individuals carry “markers”—implicit emotional labels or forbidden symbolic content—
stored within their inner psychological architecture. These markers can include suppressed shame, anger, fear,
fragmented self-parts, or socially taboo emotions. When ignored, these elements create confusion, intensify
distress, and contribute to the persistence of anxiety and depression. Techniques used in SMT—such as
identifying inner sub-personalities, distinguishing real from ambiguous interpretations, and using internal tools
for emotional problem-solving—align with core principles of structured emotional processing and cognitive
reorganization (Hojati et al., 2022; Jorjani, 2023).

SMT therefore bridges gaps across therapeutic models through its unique focus on internal symbolic
classification, self-part differentiation, and emotional labeling processes. Given that prior studies have
repeatedly documented the link between emotional repression, negative cognitive patterns, and
psychopathology (Boland et al., 2022; Musarezaie et al., 2014), SMT offers a potentially robust framework
for addressing both depressive and anxious symptomatology. Considering this theoretical foundation and the
need for novel, integrative treatment strategies, this study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of Special
Marking Therapy in reducing anxiety and depression among university students.

Methods and Materials
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This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest—posttest and a control group. The statistical
population consisted of students from Ahvaz Jundishapur University of Medical Sciences. A total of 200
students completed the General Health Questionnaire, and the 30 individuals with the highest anxiety and
depression scores were selected and randomly assigned to an experimental group (n = 15) and a control group
(n = 15). The experimental group received eight 60-minute sessions of Special Marking Therapy, while the
control group received no intervention. Beck’s Anxiety Inventory (1988) and Beck’s Depression Inventory
(1963) were administered at pretest and posttest. Data were analyzed using univariate analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) after confirming statistical assumptions.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that pretest means for depression and anxiety were similar between the two
groups, while posttest scores displayed notable reductions in the experimental group. ANCOVA results
demonstrated a statistically significant difference in depression levels between groups after controlling for
pretest scores (F = 32.132, p < .001, n? = .543). This reflects a substantial effect size, indicating that SMT
accounted for 54% of the variance in depression reduction.

Similarly, posttest anxiety scores showed significant improvement in the experimental group relative to the
control group (F = 30.216, p < .001, n? = .528). This 53% effect size highlights SMT’s robust impact on
reducing anxiety symptoms. Assumption testing confirmed normal distribution of variables and homogeneity
of regression slopes, supporting the validity of the ANCOVA results. Overall, findings indicate that SMT
produced meaningful reductions in both depressive and anxious symptomatology among the participants.
Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study provide strong empirical support for the effectiveness of Special Marking Therapy in
reducing anxiety and depression among university students. The observed decreases in symptom levels are
consistent with theoretical perspectives emphasizing the importance of emotional labeling, cognitive
differentiation, and resolving internal conflicts. By helping individuals recognize their hidden emotional
markers, differentiate sub-personalities, and restructure ambiguous interpretations, SMT appears to facilitate
a more coherent internal psychological architecture.

The reductions in depression can be understood in light of SMT’s emphasis on reprocessing unexpressed
emotions and confronting self-critical internal narratives. As depression is often sustained by unresolved
emotional material and entrenched negative self-beliefs, techniques that assist individuals in identifying
internal symbolic structures may interrupt maladaptive patterns. Similarly, the decreases in anxiety mirror the
model’s ability to reduce cognitive ambiguity, enhance emotional clarity, and strengthen internal coping tools.
SMT enables individuals to examine their interpretations of threatening or uncertain situations and replace
them with more grounded perspectives.

The findings correspond with broader evidence demonstrating that emotional suppression, impaired emotion
regulation, and cognitive distortions contribute significantly to both anxiety and depression. Through
techniques geared toward emotional articulation, cognitive separation, and the identification of internal
symbolic elements, SMT addresses these mechanisms in a comprehensive, integrative manner. The
combination of psychodynamic insight, cognitive restructuring, and emotional processing within SMT may
explain its particularly strong effect sizes.

In conclusion, the present study demonstrates that Special Marking Therapy is an effective intervention for
reducing anxiety and depression in young adults. Its innovative focus on internal markers, symbolic structures,
and sub-personality integration represents a promising new direction for therapeutic practice. Further research
may expand its applicability and deepen understanding of its mechanisms, but current findings suggest
substantial value in incorporating SMT into psychological treatment programs.
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