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Abstract

Declining levels of mental health in women with incarcerated spouses can have
numerous negative effects on their lives. The present study aimed to examine the
effectiveness of the Pennsylvania Resilience Program training on depression, anxiety,
and stress in women with incarcerated husbands. This research employed a quasi-
experimental method with a pre-test—post-test control group design. The study
population included all women with incarcerated spouses who were supported by the
Prisoners' Support Association in Ardakan during the 2023-2024 period. A total of
34 individuals were selected using convenience sampling and were randomly
assigned into two groups of 17 (experimental and control). The research instrument
was the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (Lovibond, 1995). The experimental
group received the Pennsylvania Resilience Program in ten sessions, each lasting 120
minutes, while the control group received no intervention. Data were analyzed using
multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA). Statistical analyses were
conducted using SPSS version 26. The results showed that the mean scores of
depression, anxiety, and stress in the experimental group significantly decreased
compared to the control group in the post-test phase (p < .05). The findings support
the effectiveness of the Pennsylvania Resilience Program in improving mental health
indicators in women with incarcerated spouses and suggest its application for
enhancing their psychological well-being.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Spouses of incarcerated individuals often face severe psychological challenges, including emotional distress,
social isolation, and financial instability (Tadros et al., 2023). Women with incarcerated husbands frequently
assume the role of the primary caregiver, leading to compounded mental health vulnerabilities (Tadros et al.,
2022). According to the World Health Organization, health encompasses not only physical well-being but also
psychological and social wellness (Kumar et al., 2018). Mental health, therefore, includes emotional well-
being, cognitive capacity, social functionality, and the ability to manage stressors and adversities (Pengpid &
Peltzer, 2024). For women with incarcerated spouses, stigma and social judgment further amplify isolation
and impede access to support systems (Moore, 2016), making them especially susceptible to depression,
anxiety, and stress (Williams, 2023).

In this context, psychological resilience plays a crucial role in mitigating mental health issues by enhancing
adaptive responses to adversity (Shomali Ahmadabadi & Barkhordari Ahmadabadi, 2023). Resilience, seen
as a process of healthy adaptation, enables individuals to manage and thrive despite challenges (Wei et al.,
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2023). The Pennsylvania Resilience Program (PRP), developed by Seligman and colleagues at the University
of Pennsylvania in 1999, incorporates principles of positive psychology and cognitive-behavioral therapy to
bolster individuals’ emotional and psychological resources (Pengpid & Peltzer, 2024; Perez, 2022; Vergara
et al., 2024). While the PRP has been widely studied across various populations and shown to improve mental
health outcomes such as stress (Stoliker et al., 2021), depression (Luo et al., 2021), and general psychological
resilience (Fullerton et al., 2021; Koushki et al., 2019; Parvaneh et al., 2020; Shomali Ahmadabadi &
Barkhordari Ahmadabadi, 2022; Shomali Ahmadabadi et al., 2022), there remains a gap in the literature
concerning its efficacy among women with incarcerated husbands. This study aims to address that gap by
evaluating the impact of PRP on depression, anxiety, and stress in this underrepresented group.

Methods and Materials

The study used a quasi-experimental pre-test—post-test control group design. The participants were 34 women
with incarcerated spouses supported by the Prisoners’ Support Association in Ardakan during 2023-2024.
Participants were selected through convenience sampling based on elevated scores in depression, anxiety, and
stress, and then randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (17 participants each). Inclusion criteria
included being the spouse of an incarcerated individual, scoring above average in depression, anxiety, and
stress, and willingness to attend all sessions. Exclusion criteria were excessive absences, concurrent
participation in similar programs, or medical conditions preventing engagement.

The intervention consisted of the Pennsylvania Resilience Program delivered across ten sessions, each lasting
120 minutes. The sessions were based on the cognitive-behavioral model by Gillham et al. (1990), focusing
on emotional recognition, cognitive restructuring (Ellis’s model), problem-solving, assertiveness, empathy,
and conflict resolution. The Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS-21) developed by Lovibond (1995)
was used for measurement, with established reliability and validity in Iranian samples. Internal consistency in
the present study was high (a = .839 overall; .812 for depression, .845 for anxiety, .766 for stress). Post-test
assessments were conducted after the final session. Data analysis involved multivariate analysis of covariance
(MANCOVA) using SPSS version 26, with a significance level set at p < .05.

Findings

Descriptive statistics showed no significant demographic differences between the experimental and control
groups in terms of age or education level. Pre-test scores in depression, anxiety, and stress did not differ
significantly between the two groups, confirming initial homogeneity. However, post-test scores indicated
significant reductions in the experimental group for all three variables.

Specifically, the experimental group exhibited decreased mean scores for depression (from 12.13 to 10.53),
anxiety (from 11.67 to 10.33), and stress (from 12.33 to 10.73), while the control group’s scores remained
largely unchanged. MANCOVA results revealed a significant overall effect of the intervention on the
combined dependent variables (Wilks’ Lambda = .665, F(3, 25) = 4.205, p = .015, n? = .335). Follow-up
univariate ANCOVAs indicated significant differences between groups in depression (F = 8.105, p =.008, n?
=.231), anxiety (F = 4.306, p = .048, n> = .138), and stress (F = 10.892, p =.003, n*> = .286).

These findings suggest that approximately 23.1% of the variance in depression, 13.8% in anxiety, and 28.6%
in stress scores can be attributed to the PRP intervention. Thus, participation in the resilience training led to
meaningful improvements in psychological health among women with incarcerated spouses.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study demonstrated the effectiveness of the Pennsylvania Resilience Program in reducing depression,
anxiety, and stress in women with incarcerated husbands. The results are consistent with earlier findings
supporting the utility of PRP in enhancing psychological well-being across various populations (Koushki et
al., 2019; Parvaneh et al., 2020; Perez, 2022; Shomali Ahmadabadi & Barkhordari Ahmadabadi, 2023;
Vergara et al., 2024). For example, Shomali Ahmadabadi and Bordkhori (2023) found that PRP reduced
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psychological distress in women with substance-dependent incarcerated spouses, while Parvaneh et al. (2020)
reported increased psychological hardiness in female heads of households following resilience training.
Similarly, Stoliker et al. (2021) highlighted how online resilience training improved coping styles and reduced
anxiety and depression symptoms.

The mechanism underlying these effects may involve the enhancement of participants’ cognitive, behavioral,
and emotional regulation skills. Sessions targeting irrational beliefs, maladaptive thinking patterns, and
catastrophic interpretations fostered greater psychological flexibility. Teaching participants to gather evidence
against dysfunctional thoughts, consider alternative interpretations, and employ rational coping strategies
empowered them to face adversity more effectively. Skills such as assertiveness, empathy, and problem-
solving—integral parts of the program—provided tools for managing interpersonal relationships and daily life
stressors.

Additionally, the intervention promoted self-awareness and provided a supportive group environment where
women could reflect on their experiences and apply new skills. This combination of cognitive restructuring,
emotional regulation, and social skills training contributed to the observed reductions in depression, anxiety,
and stress. The findings affirm that PRP can serve as a valuable intervention for enhancing mental health in
women who face the dual burdens of caregiving and social stigma due to their spouse’s incarceration.

In conclusion, this study offers robust evidence for the applicability and benefit of the Pennsylvania Resilience
Program in a high-risk, underserved population. By improving psychological resilience, the program helped
participants manage emotional distress and adapt more effectively to life challenges. These findings hold
practical implications for mental health practitioners working with families affected by incarceration and
suggest that resilience training should be incorporated into community-based psychosocial support initiatives.
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