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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Multiple sclerosis (MS) is a complex, autoimmune-mediated neurodegenerative disease of the central
nervous system, characterized by demyelinating lesions and axonal damage, whose exact etiology remains unknown
(McGinley et al., 2021). MS presents with diverse clinical manifestations, primarily affecting young adults,
particularly women of reproductive age, and shows a notable female predominance (Signoriello et al., 2024), typically
with a male-to-female ratio of 1:3 (Frahm et al., 2022; Renaud et al., 2024). Research indicates that women with MS
experience a range of problems more frequently than healthy women, including depression and anxiety (Gammoh &
Ennab, 2024), sexual dysregulation and dysfunction (Zaloum et al., 2024), stress (Von Drathen et al., 2024), sleep
disorders (Sempik et al., 2024), and fatigue (Englund et al., 2024; Hudgens et al., 2024). Furthermore, multiple
sclerosis can negatively impact women's distress tolerance (Mehdikhani et al., 2021).

Distress tolerance, identified as an important transdiagnostic factor for emotional disorders (Li et al., 2023), is
defined as the perceived ability to tolerate, endure, and resist negative and maladaptive emotional states (Byllesby &
Palmieri, 2024). Research indicate that pain caused by MS is often experienced chronically (Yilmazer et al., 2022)
and remains an inseparable part of the condition, often resistant to treatment, requiring patients to learn to tolerate it
(Foley et al., 2022). Therefore, interventions are needed to enhance distress tolerance in women with multiple
sclerosis. Two promising approaches include existential psychotherapy (Dehmani et al., 2024) and compassion-
focused therapy.
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Existential psychotherapy helps individuals accept suffering and adversity, fostering more adaptive attitudes toward
illness and enhancing resilience and tolerance. Through existential psychotherapy, patients can realize that their entire
life is not defined by their illness, but rather they possess inherent abilities that instill hope for life (Ghasemi et al.,
2025). Compassion-focused therapy, developed by Gilbert (2000), aims to foster compassion—Kkindness toward
oneself and others—in the context of suffering, using a transdiagnostic approach (Craig et al., 2020). It has been shown
to reduce catastrophizing and improve pain acceptance in patients with multiple sclerosis (Jahangiri et al., 2024).

In summary, there is a clear need for this research, as no definitive treatment currently exists for MS—particularly
affecting young women who represent an essential part of the workforce. A decline in their health could have
significant social consequences. This study not only examines the effectiveness of both therapies but also compares
them to identify which approach more effectively enhances distress tolerance in women with MS. To address this
goal, the research question is: What is the difference between the effectiveness of existential psychotherapy and
compassion-focused therapy on distress tolerance in women with multiple sclerosis?

Method: This quasi-experimental study was used a pretest-posttest design with control group and a 2-month follow-
up period. The study's target population comprised all women with multiple sclerosis who referred to the Tehran
Multiple Sclerosis Association during the summer of 2024. A total of 45 female patients, diagnosed with MS by a
specialist physician, were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to three groups: existential
psychotherapy (n = 15), compassion-focused therapy (n = 15), and a control group (n = 15). The first experimental
group underwent 10 sessions of 90-minute existential psychotherapy, while the second experimental group received
10 sessions of 90-minute of compassion-focused therapy. During this period, the control group did not receive any
intervention and remained on the waiting list. Analysis of variance with repeated measures and Bonferroni post hoc
test was used for data analysis.

Results: Based on the results, the variance across the levels of the dependent variables was significantly different. To
solve this problem and increase the accuracy of the F statistic, the degrees of freedom were corrected using the
Greenhouse-Geisser and Huynh-Feldt methods. According to Stevens (1996, as cited in Veisi & Kashefi, 2025), if the
epsilon value is greater than 0.75, the Huynh-Feldt correction should be used. If the epsilon is less than 0.75 or
sphericity information is unavailable, the Greenhouse-Geisser correction is recommended. In this study, the epsilon
value for distress tolerance was below 0.75, so the Greenhouse-Geisser correction was applied. Therefore, after
applying the Greenhouse-Geisser correction, the results of the repeated measures ANOVA are reported in Table 1 to
examine differences in distress tolerance across the pretest, posttest, and follow-up stages.

Table 1. Results of Tests of Within-Subjects Effects and Tests of Within-Subjects Contrasts
(Greenhouse-Geisser Correction) of Distress Tolerance

Variables Source F p Partial Eta Observed Power
group 88.14 0.001 0.68 1.00
tolerance factor 20.82 0.001 0.50 1.00
factor * group 18.61 0.001 0.47 1.00
group 117.36 0.001 0.74 1.00
absorption factor 25.12 0.001 0.54 1.00
factor * group 22.33 0.001 0.51 1.00
group 66.09 0.001 0.61 1.00
appraisal factor 16.49 0.001 0.44 1.00
factor * group 5.15 0.001 0.20 0.80
group 118.88 0.001 0.74 1.00
regulation factor 24.23 0.001 0.54 1.00
factor * group 16.64 0.001 0.44 1.00
group 275.15 0.001 0.87 1.00
total distress tolerance factor 62.22 0.001 0.75 1.00
factor * group 54.38 0.001 0.72 1.00

The results showed that both interventions, existential psychotherapy and compassion-focused therapy had a
significant effect on distress tolerance (p<0.05). In addition, the results of Bonferroni post hoc test showed that
compassion-focused therapy is more effective than existential psychotherapy on distress tolerance (p<0.05).
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Discussion: The greater effectiveness of compassion-focused therapy in increasing distress tolerance among women
with multiple sclerosis can be explained by considering the overactivation of the threat and self-protection system in
these patients due to psychological disorders, leading to high levels of stress and worry and reduced self-efficacy.
Concurrently, the satisfaction and relief system in MS patients is often underdeveloped, with limited opportunities for
its cultivation. Compassion-focused therapy acts like mental physiotherapy for these individuals. In this way, by
stimulating the relief system, it provides the basis for its development, and with the development of this system, the
individual's resilience and distress tolerance against the problems of the disease increases, and the patient's self-
efficacy improves and progresses.

Compassion-focused therapy also seeks to clarify the main components of compassion, such as attentive sensitivity,
caring motivation, sympathy, empathy, distress tolerance, and a non-judgmental view of oneself, and compassion-
focused therapy emphasizes freeing individuals from these mental traps. Compassion-focused therapy emphasizes
breathing training, mindfulness, and imagery.

In addition, practical techniques such as practicing acting and visualizing oneself as a compassionate person are
used to help individuals build an identity with compassionate characteristics. This new "self" then becomes a safe base
for facing problems and suffering, which paves the way for transformation in the individual's existence and
overcoming feelings of inadequacy, and as a result, enhancing the individual's sense of self-efficacy. When the
individual experience reduced levels of inadequacy and increased levels of self-efficacy, they are better equipped to
tolerate the suffering and problems of the disease. Therefore, these mechanisms suggest that compassion-focused
therapy is more effective than existential psychotherapy in increasing distress tolerance in women with multiple
sclerosis.

It is recommended that similar studies be conducted in diverse geographical locations and cultural contexts to allow
for comparative analysis and address the limitations of the present study. Future studies should incorporate a longer
follow-up phase (e.g., more than six months or even a year) to assess the long-term continuity and durability of the
effectiveness of both existential psychotherapy and compassion-focused therapy.

Practically, the findings suggest that both existential psychotherapy and compassion-focused therapy can serve as
effective interventions for increasing distress tolerance in women with multiple sclerosis within counseling and
psychological service settings. However, compassion-focused therapy should be prioritized given its demonstrated
superior effectiveness.
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1. homogeneity of regression
2. Greenhouse—-Geisser correction
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