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SUMMARY

The present qualitative study included 32 adult type |
diabetes mellitus patients attending 2-year Con-
Jjunctive Group Psychotherapy in addition to medical
treatment at Greek state hospitals. Qualitative data
were collected from focused interviews and HbA, %
measures before and after the intervention, in relation
to psychological adjustment, self-care and everyday
life, stress, quality of life, family and friends,
redefinition of the disease, mood and metabolic
control. Thematic analysis of the interviews was
performed using grounded theory methodology.
Findings showed that after the group intervention
there was an increase in the number of patients having
achieved better adjustment to their disease according
to patient interviews, were engaged in self-care
behaviors, managed stress, improved their mood, and
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stated to have achieved better social relationships,
quality of life in general, redefinition of diabetes and
good diabetes regulation.

INTRODUCTION

Diabetes mellitus (DM) is a chronic disease and
significant public health problem, as diabetes
complications are responsible for high morbidity and
in many cases premature mortality (1-3). In Greece, it
is estimated that there are around 800,000 DM patients
(8% of the population), of which 10% (80,000) suffer
from type 1 DM, according to the National Center of
Research, Prevention and Therapy of Diabetes
Mellitus and DM Complications (4). Type 1 DM
develops early in life and insulin injection is an
integral part of medical therapy of the disease.

As a chronic disease, type 1 DM brings patients up
against complicated psychological challenges, as
changes induced by the onset of type 1 DM may be
detected at the biological as well as emotional level
(5). The course of the disease is considered
psychosomatic, as it affects and is affected by the
patient’s psychological functioning, social relation-
ships and activities, professional life and family
relations and functioning (6). There is evidence that
life events play an important role in metabolic control
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in insulin-dependent DM patients (7). The demands of
the disease are continuous and diabetes self-care may
create emotional and social issues to the patients.

It is noticed that Greek type 1 DM patients often
address their medical problem exclusively to
endocrinologists and usually have problems with
regimen compliance, and thus metabolic control. The
present study argues that therapy of adult type 1 DM
mellitus patients should focus not only on the organic-
medical aspects, but also on the psychological factors
that contribute to the course of the disease. Therefore,
there is the need for a more holistic approach to
diabetes, which could be provided by medical
treatment combined with group psychotherapy. The 2-
year group psychotherapeutic intervention used in the
present study is based on the principles of Conjunctive
Group Therapy (8-10). Group psychotherapy for
patients with physical illness is broadly used in applied
clinical research and practice (11,12), and is based on
the biopsychosocial model and the effectiveness of
group psychotherapy (10). Group therapy is therefore
often considered a priority in healthcare context due to
the need for simultaneous treatment of many patients
and its effectiveness as a therapeutic technique.

Conjunctive Group Therapy for adult type 1 DM
patients is a model that combines principles and
techniques from various psychotherapeutic models
including the Strategic School of Family Therapy
(13,14), Focused on the Strategic School (15) (FDST),
Systems-centered Therapy for Groups (16), and
Supportive Psychotherapy for people suffering from
physical disease (12,17). The basic target of the model
is improvement of metabolic control through the
following mechanisms: (a) acceptance of the disease;
(b) modification of knowledge, attitude and behavior
of self-care; (c) resolution of psychological conflicts
s0 as to obtain control of the disease; and (d) rendering
the disease as part of the ‘unified self’. Diabetes
education (psychoeducation) is an integral part of
Conjunctive Group Therapy.

The patients that participate in Conjunctive Group
Therapy are expected to develop their self through the
system of the group, a procedure that involves learning
of new attitudes, beliefs, roles and behaviors, and
make transition from the ‘self-centered system’ over to
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Table 1. Demographic and clinical characteristics of
study sample: sex, marital status, living with family,
nationality, level of education, occupation, modality
of medical treatment for diabetes mellitus (DM), type
of DM medical treatment, diabetes complications,

and history of antidepressant therapy

Demographic and clinical

characteristics

Valid
Frequency percent

Male 13 40.6
Sex Female 19 59.4
Total 32 100.0
Single 21 75.0
Married 6 21.4
. Divorced 1 3.6
Marital status Total o8 100.0
Unknown 4
Total 32
. ) No 19 59.4
L'V".‘g with Yes 13 40.6
family
Total 32 100.0
Greek 31 96.9
. . Total 31 100.0
Nationality Unknown |
Total 32
Elementary 1 3.2
High school 11 35.5
Technological studies 7 22.6
Level of . .
education University 12 38.7
Total 31 100.0
Unknown 1
Total 32
Professional 9 31.0
Managerial and
te(?hnical 8 103
. Manual 1 3.4
Occupation Partly-skilled 16 55.2
Total 29 100.0
Unknown 3
Total 32
Modality of DM Injection 25 78.1
medical Pump 7 21.9
treatment Total 32 100.0
Plain 5 33.3
Type of DM Intensive 10 66.7
medical Total 15 100.0
treatment Unknown 17
Total 32
No 23 79.3
) Yes 6 20.7
(I?cl)arr?;tii:tions Total 2 1000
Unknown 3
Total 32
No 23 76.7
History of Yes 7 23.3
antidepressant Total 30 100.0
therapy Unknown 2
Total 32
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Table 2. Demographic and clinical characteristics of study sample: age, age at the time of diabetes diagnosis,

duration of disease (years), and last HbA, % level

N Range Min Max Mean Standard deviation
Age 32 19 19 38 31.5 5.2
Age at diagnosis 32 32 1 33 16.4 8.4
Duration 32 33.0 3.0 36.0 15.2 8.6
HbA, % 32 6.7 5.1 11.8 7.3 1.7

the ‘systems-centered system’ (16). Some specific
targets of the model are as follows: to modify the
request for ‘diabetes regulation’ to the request for
‘patient regulation’; elimination of embarrassment on
mentioning the diagnosis to the social environment;
integration of the disease into self; help the patients
become aware of the connection between emotion-
behavior-metabolic control through mirroring among
group members; enhance the quality of life; rein-
forcement of supportive contexts; promotion of self-
responsibility for disease management; individual
choice for cooperating with a diabetologist; and
redefinition of type 1 diabetes mellitus. The most
important concern in psychotherapy is the adjustment
of therapeutic processes to the members’ individual
needs. All the above factors are expected to have an
effect on the patients and facilitate change.

The present paper refers to the primary application of
Conjunctive Group Therapy on adult type 1 DM pa-
tients, and the purpose was to examine changes that
took place in the patients after participating in a 2-year
Conjunctive Group Therapy intervention, as to the
following areas: psychological adjustment, self-care
and everyday life, stress and metabolic control, quality
of life, family and friends, redefinition of the disease,
metabolic control, depressive symptoms, and finally
diabetes regulation.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The study examined data collected from 32 type 1
DM adult outpatients administered medical
monitoring at Diabetes Clinic, Evangelismos General
Hospital (Department of Endocrinology, Diabetes and
Metabolism) and IKA Third Hospital for Emergency
Medicine (social insurance institution) in Athens.
Demographic and clinical characteristics of the patient
sample were: sex, marital status, living with family,
nationality, level of education, occupation, type 1 DM
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medical treatment modality, type of DM medical
treatment; diabetes complications, use of anti-
depressant therapy in the past (Table 1), age, age at the
time of type 1 DM diagnosis, duration of disease in
years, and last measure of HbA,  (Table 2). Thirty two
patients took part in the intervention based on referral
from the endocrinologists (endocrinologists from the
two hospitals selected patients according to the order
of attendance, first in), patient consent for assessment
of the psychological aspects of the disease, and
patients’ personal request for intervention that would
improve their metabolic control (in addition to the
physician’s referral).

The participants were informed: (a) that the
intervention involved the psychological aspects of the
disease; (b) that an endocrinologist was going to be
present at the group meetings as a participative
observer; (c) in case that medical or nutritional issues
of the disease came up during the group meetings,
there would be a common decision on arranging an
extra session with the doctor or dietitian, respectively,
for educational reasons (without the presence of the
psychotherapist); and (d) on the rules and regulations
of the group psychotherapeutic procedure: discretion,
confidence, open expression, and non-guided topics of
discussion. The clinical psychologist, as the group
leader, cooperated with two endocrinologists and two
dietitians (from both hospitals where the intervention
took place) throughout the intervention.

The following methodological tools were used on
data collection and analysis:

- Focused interview to each participant, before and
after termination of the group intervention. The type of
interview used in the present study follows the model
of focused interview by Merton and Kendall (18),
which puts emphasis on the subjective answers of the
participant. Rapport is a significant factor for the
course of the interview (19,20). The interviews were
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conducted by a psychologist, who did not participate
in the group psychotherapeutic intervention, in order
to eliminate bias. The focused interviews involved
minimal guidance, clarification questions, non verbal
remarks and open questions; the participants gave free
answers which were summarized and repeated to
them, with emphasis on the patients’ emotional state
during the interview. As an example, the following are

some of the open questions used, to cover the category
of ‘psychological adjustment to type 1 diabetes
mellitus’: (a) How did you adjust to type 1 diabetes
mellitus? (b) What are your thoughts about
announcing diabetes to your social environment? (c)
What are you concerns about diabetes complications?
and (d) How do you feel before and after a
hypoglycemic episode?

Table 3. Number and percentage of patients with equivalent statement valid, before and after the intervention;
main category: 'Psychological adjustment to type 1 diabetes mellitus' (N=32)

Psychological adjustment to type 1 Before After
diabetes mellitus % subcategories No. of patients % No. of patients %
Positive

Diabetes acceptance 12 375 20 62.5
Faith in self 5 15.6 19 59.4
Group support and emotional expression 0 0.0 16 50.0
Psychological support 0 0.0 11 34.4
Psychological support, self-awareness and emotional expression 0 0.0 28.1
Individualized treatment of diabetes 4 125 21.9
Emotional autonomy 1 3.1 4 125
Negative

Diabetes compromise 13 40.6 4 125
Selective announcement of diabetes 9 28.1 4 12.5
Fear of diabetes complications 14 43.7 2 6.2
Diabetes as 'burden/stigma/trauma’ 21 65.6 1 3.1
Diabetes and sense of inferiority and childbearing/choosing partner 12 375 1 3.1
Fear of hypoglycemia 11 34.4 0 0.0
Diabetes denial 8 25.0 0 0.0
Diabetes as a negative 'change’ in life 7 21.9 0 0.0
Embarrassment/avoidance of diabetes announcement 6 18.7 0 0.0
Ostentatious announcement of diabetes 2 6.2 0 0.0

Table 4. Number and percentage of patients with equivalent statement valid, before and after the intervention;
main category: 'Self-care, everyday life and type 1 diabetes mellitus' (N=32)

Self-care, everyday life and type 1 Before After
diabetes mellitus % subcategories No. of patients % No. of patients %
Individual responsibility in diabetes self-care 15 46.9 22 68.7
Diabetes medical knowledge 11 34.4 17 53.1
Diabetes and self (priorities) 3 9.4 15 46.9
Self-responsibility in life and in diabetes 6 18.7 15 46.9
Diabetes self-care 0 0.0 12 37.5
Glucose self-control 1 3.1 12 37.5
Awareness of improper behavior in diabetes self-care 0 0.0 28.1
Awareness of extreme behaviors 0 0.0 6.2
Medical relationship - medical model

Dependence on doctor's directions 13 40.6 15.6
Insufficient diabetes medical knowledge 14 43.7 0.0
Absence of diabetes medical knowledge 1 3.1 0.0
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The answers of the participants given in the
interviews were content-analyzed using grounded
theory methodology (21-23). Grounded theory seeks
to derive theoretical frameworks (thematic categories)
from initial data (e.g., interviews). In the present study,
the basic thematic categories that emerged were:
psychological adjustment, self-care and everyday life,
stress and metabolic control, quality of life, family and
friends, redefinition of the disease, metabolic control
and depressive symptoms; for each category various
subcategories emerged. The process was reiterated
several times in order to examine emerging thematic
categories. Validation of the approach was considered
to have been achieved when repeated data analysis
revealed no new thematic frameworks (21). Then the
researchers gathered the number of participants for
which each subcategory was valid (out of the total
number of group participants) and calculated
percentages with the use of Microsoft Excel Program.
The same analysis was followed for focused
interviews before and after the group psycho-
therapeutic intervention. The thematic categories and
subcategories express the criteria according to which
the researchers study potential changes in the
participants after the completion of the intervention.

- HbA, % blood counts (before and after termination
of the group intervention) (HbA, % analysis method:
HPLC). HbA, % (glycosylated hemoglobin) is a
biological index, which counts the quality of diabetes
regulation during the last 2 months. A high percentage
value of HbA, % indicates poor diabetes regulation
during the last weeks (good regulation: <6.5%-7%,
marginal regulation: 6.5%-7.5%, and poor regulation:
>7.5%).

The procedure was as follows: the participants were
divided into 4 groups: group A (7 patients), group B (8
patients), group C (9 patients), and group D (8
patients), as the clinical psychologist decided to create
groups of few members to ensure cohesion and make
the intervention groups psychotherapeutically con-
sistent. The participants were assigned to each group
according to their individual choice and will. The
meetings of groups A and B took place at
Evangelismos Hospital, whereas the meetings of
groups C and D took place at IKA Hospital. The
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agenda in each session was formed according to the
patients’ needs, phase of therapy and therapeutic
targets. The group psychotherapeutic intervention, for
all therapeutic groups, lasted two years, each session
lasted two hours, and the groups met twice per month.

RESULTS

Study results are shown in Tables 3-10. There is
comparison between two phases, i.e. before and after
the intervention. Tables show the number of patients
for whom the equivalent statement (subcategory of
each main category) was valid, out of the total sample
(N=32) and the same numbers expressed as
percentage.

More precisely, there were changes in various
aspects regarding the ‘psychological adjustment to
type 1 DM’ category. There was an increase in the
number of subjects that accepted diabetes, obtained
faith in self, self-awareness and emotional autonomy,
were able to express their emotions, had a sense of
support from the group and began to engage more in
diabetes treatment after the completion of the group
intervention; at the same time, the number of
participants that perceived diabetes as a compromise,
announced disease diagnosis selectively/ostentatiously
or not at all to their social environment, feared hypo-
glycemia and diabetes complications, had a sense of
stigma and inferiority towards choice of partner or
childbearing, denied diabetes in general or had a
negative sense of the disease, decreased or in some
cases nullified (0%) (Table 3).

Regarding the ‘self-care, everyday life and type 1
DM’ category, there was an increase in the percentage
of patients that perceived their own responsibility in
diabetes self-care and an active role within the patient-
doctor relationship, enhanced their medical
knowledge, set priorities, undertook self-care,
achieved glucose control, and recognized past
improper/extreme behaviors in diabetes self-care
(Table 4).

Considering the ‘stress and metabolic control’
category, the results showed an increase in the number
of patients feeling they had psychological support
from the group, could manage stress and could avoid
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Table 5. Percentage of patient answers in 7 subcategories of the 'Stress and metabolic control' main category

Stress and metabolic control % Before After
subcategories No. of patients % No. of patients %
Positive

Support from group, psychological support and stress management 0 0.0 25 78.1
Avoidance of diabetes complications 7 21.9 11 34.4
Negative

Stress for and fear of diabetes complications 14 43.7 2 6.2
Intense stress, depressive symptoms and increase in glucose levels 24 75.0 0 0.0
Hypoglycemic episodes and poor metabolic control 22 68.7 0 0.0
Fear of hypoglycemia 11 34.4 0 0.0
Intense stress, depressive symptoms and hypoglycemia 4 12,5 0 0.0

Table 6. Number and percentage of patients with equivalent statement valid, before and after the intervention;
main category: 'Type 1 DM and quality of life' (N=32)

Type 1 DM and quality of life % Before After

subcategories No. of patients % No. of patients %
Positive attitude towards life 2 6.2 24 75.0
Positive image of body and self 5 15.6 21 65.6
Faith in self 5 15.6 19 59.4
Satisfaction from life 9 28.1 16 50.0
Quality of life 3 9.4 13 40.6
Set of targets 1 3.1 7 21.9

Table 7. Number and percentage of patients with equivalent statement valid, before and after the intervention;
main category: 'Family, friends and type 1 DM’ (N=32)

Family, friends and type 1 DM % Before After
subcategories No. of patients % No. of patients %
Positive

Application of communication skills 0 0.0 24 75.0
Adaptability in relationships 0 0.0 14 43.7
Positive attitude towards expanding social cycle 0 0.0 9 28.1
Positive attitude towards choice of partner 0 0.0 4 12,5
Positive attitude towards creating a family 0 0.0 3 9.4
Negative

Diabetes as a criterion of evaluating friendly relationships 9 28.1 4 125
Diabetes, sense of inferiority and childbearing 4 125 0 0.0
Diabetes affects friendly relationships 4 125 0 0.0
Diabetes, sense of inferiority and partner 8 25.0 0 0.0
Diabetes affects choice of partner and potential plans for marriage 19 59.4 0 0.0

Table 8. Number and percentage of patients with equivalent statement valid, before and after the intervention;
main category: 'Redefinition of type 1 DM' (N=32)

Redefinition of type 1 DM % Before After
subcategories No. of patients % No. of patients %
Diabetes as motivation for self-awareness 0 0.0 17 53.1
Diabetes gives strength and will to live one's life 3 9.4 9 28.1
Diabetes as part of self 1 3.1 9 28.1
Diabetes provides benefits and legal facilitations 1 3.1 8 25.0
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diabetes complications after the completion of the
intervention. At the same time, the number of patients
with fear of complications and hypoglycemia, intense
stress, depressive symptoms, hypoglycemic episodes
and poor metabolic control decreased (Table 5).

After the group intervention there was also an
increase in the number of patients with regard to a
number of factors related to the patients’ ‘quality of
life’. More specifically, after the group intervention
there were more patients than before that developed a
positive attitude towards life and positive image of
their body and self, began to have faith in themselves,
obtained satisfaction from life, set new targets and
generally considered that the quality of their life had
improved (Table 6).

The results for the ‘family, friends and type 1 DM’
category were as follows: prior to the group
intervention, none of the patients believed that they
were able to apply communication skills, to be
adaptable in social relationships, to be positive
towards expanding their social cycle, choosing a life
partner and creating a family of their own. The results
showed an increase in the above percentages. On the
other hand, the percentage of patients that perceived
diabetes as a criterion of evaluating friendly relation-
ships decreased after the intervention, whereas the
number of patients feeling inferior to choose a partner,
get married and have children due to diabetes, and
believing that the disease affected friendly
relationships was reduced to none (Table 7).

In addition, the results showed that DM patients
began to redefine the disease in their life after the
completion of Conjunctive Group Therapy. The
increased percentages showed that after the
intervention more patients considered diabetes as a
motivation for self-awareness, as a source of strength
and will to live their lives, as part of their self and as a
source of benefits and legal facilitations (Table 8).

According to the results, there was also an increase in
the aspects that have to do with the achievement of
metabolic control. After the group intervention, the
number of patients that presented for medical follow
up, received psychological support and managed their
stress, set schedule, received support from significant
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others, were more emotionally autonomous, engaged
in self-care, felt less depressed and reached better
emotional equilibrium increased (Table 9).

Finally, the percentage of DM patients that
experienced depressive symptoms, used to be negative
against intimate relationships and about the image of
their self, were embarrassed regarding the way and
time of diabetes announcement, worried about their
physical health, denied the disease and were not
satisfied with their life in general decreased (Table 10).

The results obtained on two HbA, % measurements
before and after the group psychotherapeutic
intervention showed a mean HbA, % of 7.3% and
6.39% before and after the intervention, respectively,
the former indicating poor diabetes regulation and the
latter pointing to good diabetes regulation after the
intervention (Table 11).

DISCUSSION

The researchers consider that a psychotherapeutic
intervention to Greek adult DM patients in addition to
medical treatment is very important. It was therefore
considered appropriate to apply Conjunctive Group
Psychotherapy in type 1 DM patients in order to
examine the potential changes in patients in relation to
their psychological adjustment, self-care and everyday
life, stress and metabolic control, quality of life, social
cycle, redefinition of the disease, mood and metabolic
control. In the present study, the researchers used
focused interviews and grounded theory methodology
to investigate changes in the patients’ personal beliefs
and opinions in terms of the above categories.

The results of the study showed that by the end of
Conjunctive Group Therapy there were noticeable
positive changes in the patients according to the 8
areas assessed and also that good diabetes regulation
was achieved as shown by the improvement in
HbA, % levels.

The researchers consider that medical treatment of
type 1 DM in combination with Conjunctive Group
Therapy has played a determining role in the above
positive changes in the patients’ opinions and attitudes.
Numerous studies found group therapy to be an
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Table 9. Number and percentage of patients with equivalent statement valid, before and after the interventionM

main category: "Achievement of metabolic control’' (N=32)

Achievement of metabolic control % Before After
subcategories No. of patients % No. of patients %
Medical monitoring 2 6.2 26 81.2
Group support, psychological support - stress management 0 0.0 25 78.1
Schedule 375 16 50.0
Emotional support (from partner/significant others) 0 0.0 11 34.4
Psychological support - emotional autonomy 0 0.0 11 34.4
Group support and diabetes self-care 0 0.0 7 21.9
Group support and decrease of depressive symptoms 0 0.0 7 21.9
Emotional equilibrium 0 0.0 5 15.6

Table 10. Number and percentage of patients with equivalent statement valid, before and after the intervention;

main category: 'Depressive symptoms' (N=32)

Depressive symptoms % Before After

subcategories No. of patients % No. of patients %
Depressive symptoms (request for psychological support) 1 3.1 0 0.0
Refusal of intimate relationships 2 6.2 0 0.0
Negative image of self 2 6.2 0 0.0
Embarrassment regarding way and time of diabetes announcement 3 9.4 0 0.0
Physical health concerns 3 9.4 0 0.0
Depressive symptoms (due to diabetes and/or diabetes complications) 3 9.4 0 0.0
Negative image of body and self 4 125 0 0.0
Depressive symptoms 6 18.7 0 0.0
Diabetes denial 8 25.0 0 0.0
Emotional difficulties 8 25.0 0 0.0
Depressive image of self 13 40.6 0 0.0
Insufficient satisfaction from life (anhedonia) 22 68.7 0 0.0

effective treatment of chronic disease, through
exchange of ideas, attitudes and values among group
members (12,24-26). Moreover, there is evidence that
group therapy is an effective treatment for DM (27,28)
and type 1 DM (29-31).

In particular Conjunctive Group Therapy is
hypothesized to be an effective method of group
therapy for adult type 1 DM patients, as it is a
combined intervention towards the psychological and
biological aspects of type 1 DM, and care is oriented
towards the ‘whole person’ (whole-person care) (32),
the ‘psychosomatic wholeness’ (33) and the ‘unified
self’. Emphasis is put on the factors that contribute to
the psychological well-being of the individual towards
the challenge they come across due to the disease (34).
These factors include reinforcement of emotional
expression of feelings that existed prior to the disease
onset and examination of those that give personal
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Table 11. HbA, % measurements before and after
group psychotherapeutic intervention

Before After

HbA, % level 7.3 6.4

meaning for each member; gradual accomplishment of
realistic and feasible targets not only concerning the
regimen, but also every-day activities, which provide
satisfaction, pleasure and give the patients’ life a
positive meaning (35,36); exchange of information,
advice and emotions among the members, not only
about effective treatment of the disease, but also about
every aspect of life (37); and development of new
types of behavior within the context of acceptance,
emotional expression and mutual understanding.

There are several negative emotions that emerge in a
chronic patient such as isolation, dependence and
emotional difficulties including anger, denial,
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hopelessness, or depression (38). Examination of the
above factors in the group gives the members an
opportunity to share common experience and negative
emotions that seem to isolate them from the ‘healthy’
population (39). It is considered important that after
the group intervention the majority of patients reported
that the supportive environment of the group helped
them manage their stress and deal with depressive
symptoms. Negative emotional state has been related
to unstable metabolic control (7,40), and psycho-
logical interventions have been shown to improve
metabolic control and quality of life (41).

Furthermore, adaptability in human relations,
communication skills and destigmatization of the
disease are also factors that patients report to have
come across during group sessions. Stigmatization is a
cultural construct and affects the meaning of the
disease, the patient’s everyday life (42), and reinforces
negative beliefs about self. The fear of marginalization
is the reason why patients usually avoid mentioning
the disease to the others (43). After all, identity is a
continuous procedure with changes and adjustments
according to the reflection of the self on significant
others (44). Thus, overall, the therapeutic factors of the
group are considered to have facilitated the patients’
positive change (12,25,45-49).

The present group intervention involves both
psychotherapeutic techniques and diabetes education.
It is not possible to differentiate between the effects of
psychotherapy or diabetes education on patients due to
methodological limitations, nor does the study allow
conclusions about causality. Moreover, in many cases
patients were referred by the endocrinologist for
participation in the group intervention, which means
that some of the patients did not request psychotherapy
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