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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of narrative therapy-based
techniques and transactional analysis in reducing psychological distress
among neglected students. This was a quasi-experimental study with a
pretest—posttest design, including a control group and a two-month follow-
up. The statistical population consisted of neglected students to counseling
centers in Zahedan during the 2021-2022 academic year. A sample of 45
participants was selected through convenience sampling and randomly
assigned to three groups: narrative therapy, transactional analysis, and control
(15 participants each). Interventions were conducted in eight sessions lasting
60-90 minutes. Data were collected using the Kessler Psychological Distress
Questionnaire and analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and
Bonferroni post hoc tests. Results indicated a significant effect of time and
timexgroup interaction on psychological distress (p < 0.001). The main effect
of group was also significant (p = 0.038), indicating differences between
groups. Post hoc analyses revealed that both interventions significantly
reduced psychological distress compared to the control group (p < 0.05),
while transactional analysis demonstrated greater effectiveness than narrative
therapy (p < 0.001). Both narrative therapy and transactional analysis are
effective in reducing psychological distress among neglected students;
however, transactional analysis shows stronger effects. Therefore, integrating
or selectively applying these interventions can significantly improve mental
health outcomes in this vulnerable population.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Family is widely recognized as the primary context for children’s socialization, emotional development, and
identity formation, providing a secure base through which individuals acquire adaptive coping strategies and
interpersonal skills. Disruptions in family structure, particularly in the form of inadequate guardianship or
parental absence, have been consistently associated with adverse developmental outcomes and increased
vulnerability to psychological distress (Mphaphuli, 2023; Speyer et al., 2022). In contemporary societies,
socio-economic transformations, including rising divorce rates, parental mental health issues, and economic
hardship, have contributed to a growing population of neglected or poorly supervised children. These
individuals often experience deficits in emotional support, inconsistent caregiving, and exposure to adverse
environments, which collectively increase the risk of maladaptive psychological outcomes (Razavi et al.,
2021; Salehi et al., 2021). Empirical evidence indicates that disruptions in family functioning are strongly
linked to reduced motivation, impaired academic achievement, and difficulties in social adjustment among
adolescents (Mott et al., 2023).

The absence or ineffective functioning of caregivers, particularly maternal figures, plays a critical role in
shaping emotional regulation and psychological adjustment. Studies have demonstrated that adolescents who
grow up in contexts characterized by parental absence or neglect exhibit higher levels of anxiety, depression,
and behavioral dysregulation compared to their peers (Choi & Jackson, 2023; Yang et al., 2021). From a
developmental perspective, secure attachment relationships are essential for fostering resilience and adaptive
functioning, and their disruption often results in heightened insecurity and impaired interaction with the social
environment (Seer & Makka, 2022). Furthermore, evolutionary perspectives emphasize the significance of
parental investment in optimizing developmental outcomes, suggesting that reduced caregiving resources are
associated with long-term cognitive and emotional challenges (Scelza, 2022). These findings highlight the
urgent need for effective psychological interventions targeting vulnerable populations such as neglected
students.

Psychological distress, conceptualized as a multidimensional construct encompassing symptoms of anxiety,
depression, and stress, represents a critical indicator of mental health vulnerability (Keyvanlou, 2021). It is
not merely an emotional state but reflects an individual’s broader inability to cope with environmental demands
and internal conflicts. Adolescents exposed to adverse familial conditions are particularly susceptible to
elevated levels of psychological distress, which may negatively affect their academic performance,
interpersonal relationships, and overall quality of life (Mirowsky & Ross, 2017). Consequently, identifying
and implementing effective therapeutic approaches to reduce psychological distress in this population is of
paramount importance.

Among contemporary psychotherapeutic approaches, narrative therapy has gained attention for its emphasis
on meaning-making and identity reconstruction. Rooted in postmodern philosophy, this approach posits that
individuals construct their identities through narratives shaped by personal experiences and social interactions.
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By externalizing problems and reconstructing life stories, narrative therapy enables individuals to reinterpret
their experiences and develop more adaptive self-concepts (Nekouei-Pour, 2018; Samkhani Akbarinejad et
al., 2020). Research has shown that narrative-based interventions can effectively reduce symptoms of
depression and maladaptive schemas by promoting cognitive flexibility and emotional awareness
(Hataminejad et al., 2024). Additionally, narrative approaches have been found to be particularly beneficial
in contexts involving family disruption, as they facilitate the reorganization of personal meaning systems and
enhance psychological resilience (Duba et al., 2018).

Transactional analysis, on the other hand, represents a structured and interaction-focused therapeutic approach
that examines patterns of communication and interpersonal behavior. By conceptualizing personality in terms
of ego states—Parent, Adult, and Child—this approach provides a framework for understanding and modifying
maladaptive interaction patterns. Transactional analysis emphasizes the development of self-awareness,
emotional regulation, and effective communication skills, thereby addressing the interpersonal roots of
psychological distress (Karimi, 2020). Given that many psychological difficulties among neglected
adolescents stem from dysfunctional relational experiences, interventions targeting communication patterns
and social interactions may yield significant improvements in mental health outcomes.

Despite the documented effectiveness of both narrative therapy and transactional analysis, comparative studies
examining their relative impact on psychological distress among neglected students remain limited. Addressing
this gap is essential for informing evidence-based practice and optimizing intervention strategies for vulnerable
populations. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of narrative therapy-based
techniques and transactional analysis in reducing psychological distress among neglected students.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest structure, including a control
group and a two-month follow-up phase. The statistical population consisted of neglected adolescents who had
referred to counseling centers in Zahedan during the 2021-2022 academic year. From this population, 45
participants were selected using a convenience sampling method based on inclusion criteria such as age range,
absence of severe psychological disorders, and lack of concurrent psychological interventions. Participants
were randomly assigned to three groups: a narrative therapy group, a transactional analysis group, and a control
group, each consisting of 15 individuals.

The experimental groups participated in structured intervention programs comprising eight sessions lasting
between 60 and 90 minutes. The narrative therapy program focused on externalization, deconstruction of
problem-saturated narratives, identification of unique outcomes, and reconstruction of personal stories. The
transactional analysis program emphasized identifying ego states, analyzing communication patterns,
recognizing dysfunctional transactions, and developing effective interpersonal skills. The control group did
not receive any intervention during the study period.

Data were collected using the Kessler Psychological Distress Questionnaire (K10), a standardized instrument
designed to assess levels of psychological distress. The questionnaire consists of ten items rated on a Likert
scale, with higher scores indicating greater distress. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-23 software.
Descriptive statistics, including means and standard deviations, were calculated, and inferential analysis was
performed using repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) and Bonferroni post hoc tests to examine
differences across groups and time points.

Findings

The results of the repeated measures ANOVA indicated a significant main effect of time on psychological
distress scores, demonstrating that changes occurred across the pretest, posttest, and follow-up phases.
Additionally, the interaction effect between time and group was statistically significant, suggesting that the
pattern of change differed among the narrative therapy, transactional analysis, and control groups. The main
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effect of group was also significant, indicating overall differences in psychological distress levels among the
three groups.

Post hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni test revealed that both experimental groups showed significant
reductions in psychological distress compared to the control group at posttest and follow-up stages.
Furthermore, a significant difference was observed between the narrative therapy and transactional analysis
groups, with the latter demonstrating greater reductions in distress scores. These findings suggest that while
both interventions are effective in alleviating psychological distress, transactional analysis yields stronger
outcomes.

Descriptive statistics supported these findings, showing a marked decrease in mean distress scores from pretest
to posttest and follow-up in both experimental groups, whereas the control group exhibited minimal change.
The persistence of treatment effects at the follow-up stage indicates the stability of intervention outcomes over
time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that both narrative therapy and transactional analysis are effective
interventions for reducing psychological distress among neglected adolescents. These results highlight the
importance of addressing both intrapersonal and interpersonal dimensions of psychological functioning in
therapeutic contexts. Narrative therapy contributes to the reorganization of personal meaning and identity,
enabling individuals to reinterpret adverse experiences and develop more adaptive self-narratives. This process
facilitates emotional regulation and reduces the impact of negative cognitive patterns on psychological well-
being.

In contrast, transactional analysis appears to exert a stronger effect due to its structured and skill-oriented
nature. By directly targeting communication patterns and interpersonal interactions, this approach enables
individuals to modify maladaptive behaviors and improve relational functioning. For adolescents who have
experienced inconsistent or dysfunctional caregiving, the acquisition of effective communication skills and
increased self-awareness may lead to more immediate and observable improvements in psychological
functioning.

The sustained effectiveness of both interventions at the follow-up stage underscores their potential for
producing lasting changes in psychological distress. This suggests that therapeutic approaches focusing on
cognitive restructuring and interpersonal skill development can lead to durable improvements in mental health.
Moreover, the differential effectiveness observed between the two interventions indicates that the choice of
therapeutic approach should consider the specific needs and characteristics of the target population.

Overall, the study contributes to the growing body of evidence supporting the use of evidence-based
psychological interventions for vulnerable populations. It underscores the necessity of implementing structured
therapeutic programs within educational and counseling settings to address the mental health needs of
neglected adolescents. The findings also suggest that integrating narrative and interaction-focused approaches
may provide a comprehensive framework for enhancing psychological resilience and promoting adaptive
functioning in at-risk youth populations.
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