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Abstract

Aim and Background: The present study aimed to explain the mechanisms underlying the cultural conditioning
of suffering and to analyze patterns of social reinforcement involved in the reproduction of pseudo-well-being
among clinical clients.

Methods and Materials: This study employed a qualitative research design using thematic analysis based on
Braun and Clarke’s approach. The study population consisted of clinical clients in Mazandaran Province, Iran,
during 2025. Sixteen participants were selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected through semi-
structured clinical interviews and analyzed using MAXQDA software.

Findings: Data analysis resulted in the identification of three main themes: (1) Symbolic Reward System
(Sanctification of Self-Sacrifice), (2) Normative Internalization and Embodiment of Pseudo-Well-Being
(Cognitive Distortion of Suffering), and (3) Identity Disruption and Silent Clinical Burnout (Psychosomatic
Manifestation). The findings indicated that social reinforcement patterns reproduce pseudo-well-being by
rewarding individual experiences of suffering.

Conclusions: Pseudo-well-being appears to function as a defensive mechanism and an adaptive response to
collectivistic cultural pressures, ultimately contributing to silent burnout and psychosomatic symptoms. These
findings highlight the necessity of developing culturally adapted clinical interventions aimed at modifying such
reinforcement patterns.

Keywords: Pseudo-Well-Being, Cultural Conditioning of Suffering, Social Reinforcement, Thematic Analysis,
Silent Burnout.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Psychological suffering and its clinical expressions are never culturally neutral phenomena; rather, they are
deeply shaped by the normative structures and value systems of the communities within which individuals
develop. In collectivistic societies such as Iran particularly in regions like Mazandaran with strong kinship
interdependencies, layered gender roles, and strict expectations of resilience the expression of personal
emotional distress is frequently penalized, while endurance and self-sacrifice are celebrated as markers of moral
superiority.

Against this backdrop, the present study introduces and operationalizes the construct of "Pseudo-Well-Being": a
paradoxical clinical state in which individuals consciously report high life satisfaction and adaptive functioning
while simultaneously experiencing profound internal burnout, identity fragmentation, and psychosomatic
distress. This condition is not the product of genuine psychological flourishing; rather, it is the outcome of a
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systematic process termed "Cultural Conditioning of Suffering™ a process whereby individuals, through repeated
symbolic reinforcements and social validations, internalize imposed suffering as evidence of psychological
health and moral worthiness.

The central problem this research addresses is how social reinforcement patterns within traditional, collectivistic
contexts reproduce pseudo-well-being by rewarding extreme self-neglect and penalizing authentic self-
expression. Prior cross-national literature indicates that in collectivistic cultures, norms such as preserving family
honor (Abroo), maintaining silence in the face of hardship, and valorizing self-sacrifice (Eethar) can reinforce
self-harmful behaviors while simultaneously increasing the prevalence of depression and somatic complaints,
particularly among women. The existing literature, however, has predominantly focused on Western populations
or has quantified these dynamics using individualistic, standardized well-being instruments tools that
systematically fail to detect what this study terms a "silent psychological collapse™.

To address this theoretical and empirical gap, this study posed three guiding research questions: (1) How do
social reinforcement patterns condition and reproduce suffering-related behaviors in the studied cultural context?
(2) How do clinical clients construct meaning around their experience of suffering within a framework of
pseudo-well-being? (3) What are the clinical markers that differentiate pseudo-well-being from authentic well-
being in this cultural setting?

Method

The study employed a qualitative research designusing Braun and Clarke's reflexive Thematic
Analysis framework a flexible, systematic, and culture-sensitive methodology well-suited for
exploring deep psychological phenomena. The study population consisted of adult clients attending
psychological counseling centers across cities in Mazandaran Province, Iran, during the second half of
2024 and first half of 2025.

Participants were selected via purposive (criterion-based) sampling. The final sample comprised 16
clinical clients (9 females, 7 males; mean age = 34.5 years; age range: 26—48 years). Inclusion criteria
required: ages between 25-50 years; a clinical profile combining high psychological tension and
emotional exhaustion alongside behavioral evidence of excessive compliance and pathological self-
sacrifice; minimum secondary education; and voluntary informed consent. Participants with comorbid
psychotic disorders or substance use disorders were excluded.

Sample size was determined by theoretical saturation; data redundancy was reached after 14
interviews, but two additional interviews were conducted (totaling 16) to confirm saturation,
consistent with contemporary recommendations in reflexive thematic analysis.

Data collection was conducted through in-depth, semi-structured clinical interviews, each lasting 50 to
85 minutes, held in private counseling rooms to ensure psychological safety. Interview guides
validated for face and content validity by three clinical and cultural psychology specialists focused on
participants' understandings of psychological suffering, self-sacrificial behaviors, patterns of social
approval received from family and community, and their internal sense of satisfaction versus
exhaustion.

Data analysis followed six systematic phases: familiarization with data; generation of initial codes;
searching for themes; reviewing themes; defining and naming themes; and writing the final report. All
transcripts were managed and coded using MAXQDA 2020 software. Trustworthiness was ensured
through member-checking, peer-debriefing (inter-rater agreement = 87%), thick contextual
descriptions, and systematic audit trails in accordance with Guba and Lincoln's four criteria of
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.

Findings

Thematic analysis yielded 3 primary themes, 7 sub-themes, and 24 conceptual codes, collectively
mapping the psychological and cultural machinery through which suffering becomes repackaged as
well-being.

Theme 1 — The Symbolic Reward System (Sanctification of Self-Sacrifice): The socio-cultural
environment operatively reinforces self-negating behaviors through verbal praise, symbolic status
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elevation, and the assignment of positive moral labels (e.g., saboor [patient], fedakaar [self-
sacrificing], abroodar [honorable]) to those who suppress their needs. Conversely, any attempt to
express personal boundaries or emotional distress is met with social punishment guilt induction,
exclusion, or the stigma of selfishness. One female participant (age 45) described how remaining silent
in the face of her husband's misconduct earned her the community's highest regard as a "model
woman," while any verbal protest would have led to social ostracism. A male participant (age 35)
recounted that working double shifts until near-collapse brought him the honorific "man of honor"
from his father and community elders — a social reinforcement so potent it functioned as an analgesic,
temporarily masking his psychological deterioration.

Theme 2 — Normative Internalization and the Embodiment of Pseudo-Well-Being (Cognitive
Distortion of Suffering): Through sustained cultural conditioning, suffering transforms from an
external aversive stimulus into an internalized, valued identity component. Participants engaged in
pathological conformity performing contentment to preserve family coherence and underwent a
profound cognitive distortion whereby the amount of suffering endured was equated with the depth of
love, moral commitment, and psychological health. One female participant (age 34) described having
learned to "wear the mask of satisfaction” even when internally in turmoil, as any expression of
exhaustion was culturally branded as ingratitude. A male participant (age 41) stated he experienced a
sense of purposefulness only when sacrificing his well-being for others, revealing how pseudo-well-
being is sustained through the complete equation of self-worth with self-erasure.

Theme 3 — Identity Disruption and Silent Clinical Burnout (Psychosomatic Manifestation): The
terminal stage of this conditioning cycle involves a profound rupture between the "authentic self" and
the "socially approved self," accompanied by severe psychosomatic symptoms. Participants reported
alienation from their own desires, emotional numbness, and a pervasive existential emptiness despite
being surrounded by others. Because verbal and psychological expression of pain has been culturally
prohibited, repressed distress is routed through the body, manifesting as chronic musculoskeletal pain,
gastrointestinal disorders, fibromyalgia, and sleep disturbances for which no organic etiology could be
identified. One male participant (age 38) eloquently captured this dynamic: "My mind was silent, but
my body was screaming."

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study reveal that pseudo-well-being functions as a culturally sanctioned defensive
mechanism and an adaptive response to collectivistic pressures rather than a reflection of genuine
psychological health. The cultural constructs of Eethar (self-sacrifice) and Abroo (family honor)
operate as powerful operant conditioning mechanisms, systematically suppressing individual
autonomy to preserve group cohesion.

Theoretically, this phenomenon aligns with Carl Rogers' concept of the incongruent self: the ever-
widening gap between the exhausted, authentic "real self" and the performing, socially compliant
"social self" generates severe somatic and psychological dysfunction. When verbalizing pain is
culturally tabooed, the body becomes the sole legitimate outlet for repressed trauma a process
consistent with contemporary evidence linking emotion suppression and alexithymia to somatic
symptom expression.

Clinically, these findings expose a significant diagnostic blind spot: standardized well-being
instruments routinely produce falsely elevated scores in individuals who are, in reality, experiencing
progressive silent collapse. This represents a critical measurement error in both research and clinical
practice, particularly in collectivistic cultural contexts where strong norms of tolerance and self-
sacrifice systematically distort self-report measures.

These results carry direct implications for therapeutic practice. Clients shaped by cultural conditioning
of suffering often present in therapy with profound resistance to recovery, as alleviating their pain
feels equivalent to moral failure and loss of social identity. This underscores the urgent need
for culturally adapted clinical interventions specifically, protocols integrating Acceptance and
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Commitment Therapy (ACT) with self-compassion training, designed to help clients decouple moral
virtue from self-sacrifice and reconstruct a value system grounded in authentic self-worth rather than
social approval. Therapists working in collectivistic contexts must adopt assessment strategies that
look beyond self-reported satisfaction scores and probe the behavioral and somatic signatures of silent
burnout to uncover the genuine clinical picture.
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