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Background: The incidence of generalized anxiety disorder severely damages individuals'
psychological, cognitive, communication and social processes and reduces their cognitive avoidance.
But does schema-based therapy help decrease cognitive avoidance in people with generalized anxiety
disorder?

Aims: Therefore the present study was conducted aiming to investigate the effectiveness of schema-
based therapy on cognitive avoidance and symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder.

Methods: The research method was a semi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a 45-day
follow-up stage by control group. The study population included all people with generalized anxiety
disorder referred to 40 psychological counseling centers in the 18th district of Tehran in 2023 which
among those 34 cases were selected through available sampling and they were randomly divided into
experimental and control groups. The Experimental group received schema therapy (Young, 2008)
sessions for eight 90-minutes sessions. All participants were assessed by the generalized anxiety
disorder scale (Spitzer et al, 2006) and cognitive avoidance questionnaire (Sexton & Dugas, 2008).
Data were analyzed by SPSS-24 software and MANOVA with repeated measure test.

Results: The results indicated the effectiveness of schema therapy on reducing cognitive avoidance
and symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder (p< 0.01) and maintaining its effectiveness in the
follow-up stage (p< 0.01).

Conclusion: Based on the findings of the present study, it can be concluded that schema-based
therapy utilizes techniques such as Schema validity testing, challenging anxious and catastrophic
thoughts, role playing, and exposure and response prevention, and has appropriate clinical efficacy
to decrease cognitive avoidance and Symptoms of generalized anxiety.
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Introduction

Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) is one of the
most common psychiatric disorders (Amir et al.,
2019). It is characterized by excessive anxiety and
worry about multiple events or activities that persist
for most days over at least six months, are difficult to
control, and are accompanied by physical symptoms
such as muscle tension, irritability, difficulty
sleeping, and restlessness (American Psychiatric
Association, 2023). The one-year prevalence rate of
GAD is estimated at 3.1%, and the lifetime
prevalence ranges from 4% to 7%. Approximately
12% of patients visiting psychiatric clinics suffer
from GAD (Wu et al.,, 2019). Various factors
contribute to the onset, exacerbation, and persistence
of GAD symptoms, one of which is cognitive
avoidance (Levine et al., 2018). Cognitive avoidance
is used as a coping strategy by GAD patients when
experiencing worry, aiming to control the current
situation. However, it is an ineffective and
maladaptive way of dealing with stress, potentially
leading to paradoxical effects, including increased
anxiety and symptom severity (Nasiri et al., 2020).
For instance, Aniko (2018) found that the more
intense the thoughts and feelings an individual tries to
avoid, the higher the stress levels and, consequently,
the severity of the disorder.

Given the cognitive and emotional issues reported
and their role in reinforcing cognitive avoidance,
which intensifies symptoms, interventions targeting
cognitive avoidance and other GAD symptoms can
lead to symptom reduction and improved quality of
life. One such intervention is schema therapy, which
focuses on modifying maladaptive schemas to
prevent the recurrence of anxiety symptoms through
various cognitive, experiential, behavioral, and
interpersonal strategies (Thiel et al., 2016). A review
of research also highlights the effectiveness of
schema therapy on various anxiety disorder variables
and clinical symptoms and emotional schemas
(Riemersma et al., 2023; Strupp et al., 2022; Penny &
Norton, 2022). Therefore, considering the role of
cognitive components such as cognitive avoidance in
the development, maintenance, and exacerbation of
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GAD symptoms like worry and intolerance of
uncertainty, therapeutic interventions can
significantly aid in the effective treatment of these
patients. The limited effectiveness of cognitive and
cognitive-behavioral interventions in preventing
symptom recurrence highlights the need for
approaches targeting the cognitive elements of GAD.
In this context, schema therapy appears to offer
promising cognitive changes by addressing the nature
and formation process of cognitive avoidance,
contributing to the improvement of GAD symptoms.
This research aims to answer the question: Does
schema therapy affect cognitive avoidance and GAD
symptoms?

Method

This study utilized a quasi-experimental design with
a pre-test, post-test, and 45-day follow-up with a
control group. The research population consisted of
individuals with GAD who sought treatment at
psychological counseling centers in District 18 of
Tehran. From this population, 34 individuals were
selected based on inclusion criteria and randomly
assigned to experimental and control groups. The
inclusion criteria were having a psychological or
psychiatric diagnosis of GAD, scoring above 40 on
the Generalized Anxiety Disorder scale (GAD-7),
providing informed consent to participate in
intervention sessions, not using medication, not
having a history of physical illness (based on
psychiatric records), and not receiving concurrent
treatment or interventions (based on psychological
records). The exclusion criteria included withdrawing
from the study and missing more than two sessions.
The experimental group underwent eight sessions of
schema therapy, while the control group received no
intervention. The research tools included the
Generalized Anxiety Disorder scale (GAD-7; Spitzer
et al., 2006) and cognitive avoidance questionnaire
(Sexton & Dugas, 2008). Participants in both groups
were assessed at three stages: pre-test, post-test, and
45-day follow-up. Data were analyzed using SPSS-24
software and multivariate analysis of variance with
repeated measures to test the study hypotheses.
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Results

The experimental and control groups were matched in
demographic variables such as gender, employment
status, educational level and age, and there was no
significant difference between the two groups. The
pretest scores for cognitive avoidance and symptoms
of generalized anxiety disorder were similar between
the control and experimental groups. The
experimental group showed a greater increase in
mean scores in the posttest and follow-up stages
compared to the control group, indicating
improvement. Assumptions for repeated measures
MANOVA, including normality, linearity, outlier
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analysis, homogeneity of variances, and equality of
covariance matrices, were confirmed.

The MANCOVA results showed a significant
difference between the experimental and control
groups in the post-test stage regarding the variables
of cognitive avoidance and symptoms of generalized
anxiety disorder (F= 75.019, p< 0.001). To pinpoint
this difference, a univariate ANCOVA was
performed on the scores of worry states and
intolerance of uncertainty within the MANCOVA
framework. The detailed analysis is presented in
Table 1.

Table 1. The results of within-group and between-group effects comparisons related to the variables of cognitive avoidance and symptoms of
generalized anxiety disorder

variables Source SS df MS F Sig Eta
Within Group Time 784.72 1 784.72 143.78 0.001 0.818
cognitive avoidance _ Group 2580.08 1 2580.08 51.19 0.001 0.615
Between Group Time*Group 81213 1 812.13 148.8 0.001 0.823
Error 141258 32 50.39
_ Within Group Time 49.47 1 49.47 50.58 0.001  0.613
symptoms of generalized Group 70.83 1 70.83 10.71 0.003 0.251
anxiety disorder Time*Group 21.23 1 21.23 21.71 0.001 0.404
Between GroLg Error 21119 32 6.6

The results in Table 1 indicate that there is a
significant difference in cognitive avoidance and
symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder between
pre-test, post-test, and follow-up periods in schema
therapy (p< 0.01). The results show that 81% and
61% of the within-group changes in cognitive
avoidance and symptoms of generalized anxiety
disorder are explained by time. The interaction effect
between time and group is significant for all variables
(p< 0.01), indicating interaction between different
time levels and different groups. The effect sizes
show that 61% and 25% of the within-group changes
are explained by the interaction of time in the group.

The between-group effects in Table 1 indicate a
significant difference in the dependent variables'
scores between the experimental and control groups
(p< 0.01). For each of the variables of cognitive
avoidance and symptoms of generalized anxiety
disorder, there is a significant difference between the
control group and the schema therapy group. The eta
squared values for worry states and intolerance of
uncertainty are 82% and 40%, respectively.
Bonferroni post hoc test was used to examine the
differences between research groups, and the results
are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Within Bonferroni's post hoc test results in the variables of cognitive avoidance and symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder

Variable Stages Mean difference Standard deviation Sig
Pre-test/Post-test -16.04 0.751 0.001

cognitive avoidance Post-test/follow-up -2.09 0.392 0.42
Pre-test/ follow-up -14.11 0.744 0.001
Pre-test/Post-test -4.88 0.428 0.001

symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder Post-test/follow-up -0.23 1.18 0.69
Pre-test/ follow-up -4.77 0.744 0.001

The results of Table 2 showed that there was a
significant difference (p< 0.01) in the variables of
cognitive avoidance and symptoms of generalized

anxiety disorder in the post-test and follow-up stages
between the schema therapy group and the control
group. This indicates the effectiveness of schema
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therapy in improving cognitive avoidance and
symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder.
Furthermore, the presence of a significant difference
in the follow-up period suggests that schema therapy
led to improved cognitive avoidance and symptoms
of generalized anxiety disorder in the treatment
group, and these effects were maintained over time.

Conclusion

The aim of the current study was to investigate the
effectiveness of schema therapy on cognitive
avoidance and symptoms of generalized anxiety
disorder. The results indicated that schema therapy
was effective in reducing cognitive avoidance and
symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder (p< 0.01).
Schema therapy seems to reduce maladaptive
schemas and negative attitudes, leading to improved
perspectives and cognitive processes in GAD
patients, ultimately decreasing cognitive avoidance
(Young, Klosko, & Weishar, 2003). Cognitive
strategies help patients lower the estimated likelihood
of catastrophic events while enhancing their coping
capacities. Challenging anxious and catastrophic
thoughts aids in better control of GAD symptoms.
Moreover, cognitive strategies that emphasize the
benefits of change increase patients’ motivation for
transformation. Behavioral techniques, such as role-
playing and mental imagery, assist individuals in
overcoming avoidance behaviors in anxiety-inducing
situations. Assignments and behavioral practices
prepare participants for independent functioning.
Techniques like schema validation tests in therapy
sessions  offer  opportunities for  cognitive
restructuring, skill-building, and gradual exposure,
enabling independent decision-making and reduced
cognitive avoidance.

Behavioral methods like role-playing and exposure
with response prevention significantly alleviate
severe anxiety, worry about events, restlessness, and
nervousness. Therefore, schema therapy, focusing on
modifying maladaptive coping styles, behavioral
patterns, and schemas, provides cognitive and
behavioral techniques that replace ineffective coping
strategies with adaptive approaches. This leads to
improvements in severe worry, restlessness,
nervousness, chronic fatigue, muscle tension,
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disturbed sleep, and physiological distress associated
with GAD (Simpson, 2010).
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