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Introduction: Depression and suicide are significant problems in the health system worldwide and
are influenced by biological, psychological, and socio-cultural factors. This study aimed to compare
culture-based psychotherapy with cognitive-behavioral therapy for depression and suicidal ideation
in adolescent girls concerning the moderating role of brain-derived neurotrophic factors.
Methods: This is a quasi-experimental research (pre-test, post-test, and control group). The study
population consisted of 15-year-old female students in Isfahan who were selected by multi-stage
cluster sampling of 45 people and randomly assigned to three groups cognitive-behavioral therapy,
culture-based psychotherapy, and control group (without intervention). Both intervention groups
included 12 sessions of adolescent education and three sessions of parent education. Research
variables were assessed through Beck Depression Inventory (1996), the Multi-attitude Suicide
Tendency Scale (Orbach et al., 1981), and blood samples. Data were analyzed using SPSS-24
software, multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA).

Results: The effectiveness of both interventions on brain-derived neurotrophic factors in blood in
individuals was not significant as a dependent variable. Also, brain-derived neurotrophic factors did
not moderate the effects of either intervention on dependent variables (P<0.05). The effectiveness of
both interventions in reducing the rate of depression and suicidal ideation was significant. However,
the difference in the effectiveness of the two groups on the rate of depression was not significant
(P<0.05).

Conclusion: The interaction of brain-derived neurotrophic factors with psychological interventions
may be influenced by variables that have not yet been identified. Also, culture-based psychotherapy
has a good and significant effect on depression and suicidal ideation in adolescent girls compared

to standard cognitive-behavioral therapy.

and cognitive-behavioral therapy on depression and suicidal ideation for the role of brain-derived neurotrophic moderators
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Suicidal thoughts in adolescence can have irreparable
consequences due to poor control over life, feelings of
social loneliness, problems with parents and friends, and

weakness in problem-solving and emotion management
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(1). Although Iran ranks 58th in the world with a suicide
rate of 6 people per 100,000 people, it is necessary to
address this psychological-social variable (2). In the field

of etiology of suicide, although suffering from mental
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disorders (3), including depression, has been reported in
40-60% of people (4), recent studies emphasize the effect
of biological factors, including neurotrophins (5). Among
the neurotrophins, BDNF has attracted more study atten-
tion. BDNF maintains normal neurogenesis, synaptic
function, neuroplasticity, and neuronal survival (6). So
far, different and sometimes contradictory results have
been proposed regarding the relationship between BDNF
and depression (7, 8), and some believe that BDNF lev-
els decrease significantly in suicidal patients (9). Culture
and cultural context are also vital factor influencing sui-
cide (11). In Iran, several qualitative studies have been
conducted to identify the causes of suicidal behavior and
thoughts (2, 12, 13). Azimi et al. showed that the caus-
es of suicidal thoughts in teenage girls are: 1- Negative
attitude toward the father (due to hard family life, lack
of warmth between family members, and deprivation of
freedom) 2- Perception of hopelessness (individual and
social) 3- Unsafe school (unfavorable role of the teacher,
school staff and education system) 4- Lack of religious
excellence (lack of correct knowledge about God, defec-
tive attachment to God, external orientation towards re-
ligion) 5- Individual lack of maturity (problem in skills
life, cognitive and emotion regulation) (13).

Among the psychological treatments, CBT has received
the most research for treating depression and suicide
among adolescents. However, its effectiveness seems to
be influenced by the cultural and religious backgrounds
of the clients (22). Similarly, at least half of the patients
who undergo CB still experience psychosocial symptoms
after the termination of treatment (15). Kennedy (2019)
believes that the reason for the emergence and persistence
of disease symptoms in people should be sought in bio-
logical components (16). In the current research, in line
with the need to pay attention to biological and cultural
factors in psychotherapy, a treatment protocol based on

the psychological-cultural model has been designed and
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examined and compared with CBT treatment on depres-
sion and suicidal thoughts and BDNF. Besides, the mod-
ulating role of BDNF on the effectiveness of treatments

on psychological variables was investigated.

Methods

This is a quasi-experimental research (pre-test. post-test,
and control group). The study population consisted of
15-year-old female students in Isfahan who were selected
by multi-stage cluster sampling of 45 people and random-
ly assigned to three groups cognitive-behavioral therapy,
culture-based psychotherapy, and control group (without
intervention). The CBT was implemented according to
the valid protocols provided (27, 28). To design psycho-
therapy based on culture, according to the components
of the cultural-psychological model (13), the interven-
tions whose effectiveness was confirmed were selected.
The techniques were arranged in the form of an integrat-
ed and coherent treatment package and presented to six
experts. The agreement coefficient about the content of
the treatment sessions was between 0.96 to 0.98 was ob-
tained. Both intervention groups included 12 sessions of
adolescent education and three sessions of parent edu-
cation. Research variables were assessed through Beck
Depression Inventory (1996), the Multi-attitude Suicide
Tendency Scale (Orbach et al., 1981), and blood samples
Data were analyzed using SPSS-24 software, multivari-

ate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA).

Results

First, the statistical assumptions were checked through
the Shapiro-Wilk test, and the results showed that the
variables had a normal distribution. Lune's test also
showed that the variances of the three groups were ho-
mogeneous. The assumption of homogeneity of the slope
of the regression lines was also maintained. The results

of the univariate covariance analysis test showed that af-
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ter controlling the pre-test scores of the subjects, a dif-
ference was found between the mean post-test scores of
the research groups in depression variables (F=6.230,
P<0.05,1=0.247) and thoughts suicide (F=4.183, P<0.05,
1n=0.180) a significant difference was observed. How-
ever, no significant difference was found between the
groups in BDNF (F=0.229, P<0.05, n=0.012). The statis-
tical power indicated the relative adequacy of the sample
size. Pairwise comparisons in the LSD test showed that
both treatment groups decreased the scores of the par-
ticipants in both depression and suicidal thoughts vari-
ables compared to the control group (P<0.05). However,
in both mentioned variables, no significant difference
was observed between culture-based psychotherapy and
CBT. Furthermore, in this study, the modulating effect of
BDNF was investigated. The assumptions of covariance
analysis were valid. The assumption of sphericity was
also checked and confirmed by using Mauchly's test of
Sphericity W statistic (P<0.05). The results of covariance
analysis with repeated measures indicated that BDNF
could not moderate the effects of treatment on suicidal

thoughts in any intervention groups (P<0.05).

Conclusion

The effectiveness of both treatment groups in reducing
depression and suicidal thoughts was confirmed, and
no difference was observed between the two groups in
terms of effectiveness. Emphasis on self-knowledge,
recognition of thoughts and feelings, cognitive errors,
problem-solving, lifestyle, and communication skills
leads to the effectiveness of both treatments on the level
of depression of people. Indeed, four axes of depression
have been considered in both treatments, including cog-
nitive, emotional, behavioral, and physiological changes
(through lifestyle).

In the field of suicidal thoughts, in culture-based psy-

chotherapy (according to the research of Azimi et al.),
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in addition to individual maturity and cognitive skills,
the cultural context, including the socio-economic char-
acteristics of the family, religious characteristics, iden-
tity background (with an emphasis on gender identity)
as a girl and existing conditions (such as facilities and
characteristics of schools and the possibility of employ-
ment in the future) were widely considered. Although
the role-playing method is one of the CBT techniques,
in culture-based psychotherapy, this technique was used
in a more evolved derived from psychodrama therapy in
most therapy sessions, and interpersonal relationships
and regulation of emotions and behavioral skills. It was
investigated practically and more deeply. Also, in cul-
ture-based psychotherapy, in addition to cognitive treat-
ments, ultra-modern treatment techniques were used.
Besides, based on the three axes of mind awareness and
acceptance of emotions and thoughts, the need to perse-
vere in reaching the goal (committed action) and cultivat-
ing a compassionate mind was emphasized. For example,
one of the factors predicting vulnerability to suicide is the
ability to resist negative emotions and coping strategies;
this ability under the title of accepting and tolerating dis-
tress was one of the techniques in culture-based psycho-
therapy (derived from the DBT approach). Furthermore,
considering that suicide is an injury arising from the con-
flict between the situations (socio-economic conditions).
It desires that the techniques used in culture-based psy-
chotherapy can lead to acceptance of the situation and re-
alistic goal setting, reducing the lead to suicidal thoughts.
Techniques used in culture-based psychotherapy, such
as self-knowledge, distress tolerance, problem-solving,
considering family relationships, purposefulness, self-ef-
ficacy, and cognitive flexibility, not only the totality of
the individual's psyche but also family relationships and
problem-solving methods according to environmental
and cultural conditions, were considered.

In the present study, the significant effect of both inter-
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ventions on BDNF was not confirmed, and the moderat-
ing effect of BDNF on psychological variables was not
significant. The present results are inconsistent with some
studies based on the moderating role of BDNF on the ef-
fectiveness of treatment (18, 19, 21) and consistent with
some studies that show no effect of BDNF on the results
of therapeutic interventions (29, 30). Response to phar-
macological treatment occurs more quickly (33), whereas
the response to psychotherapy may take months (32) and
depends on factors such as the therapeutic relationship
(35). BDNF levels tend to be stable over time (36); there-
fore, it is necessary to investigate the treatment results
on this biological variable for a longer time. Seemingly,
the contradictory findings in different studies are due to
the influence of other variables (including biological and
clinical variables) that have not yet been identified and
taken into account. Future studies regarding the interac-
tion of biological variables, psychological components,

and treatments may provide additional insights.
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