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Abstract

Aim and Background: The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of group
cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) in reducing emotional distress and loneliness among students with
symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder (GAD).

Methods and Materials: The study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest—follow up
and a control group. The statistical population consisted of students with symptoms of generalized anxiety
disorder who referred to counseling centers in Tehran in 2025. Using convenience sampling and based on power
analysis, 30 participants were selected and randomly assigned to an experimental group (n = 15) and a control
group (n = 15). The research instruments included the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS)
developed by Gratz et al., and the UCLA Loneliness Scale developed by Russell et al. The experimental group
received eight 90-minute sessions of group cognitive behavioral therapy based on Beck’s protocol, while the
control group received no intervention. Data were collected at three stages and analyzed using mixed repeated
measures ANOVA (Mixed ANOVA) in SPSS 26.

Findings: The findings indicated a significant difference between the groups in emotional distress and loneliness
(p < .01). The interaction effect of time and group was also significant, indicating different patterns of change in
the two groups over time. The multivariate effect size based on Pillai’s Trace was reported as 0.62, indicating a
large effect of the intervention. Bonferroni post hoc tests showed significant differences in the treatment group
between pretest and posttest as well as between pretest and follow up (p < .01), while no significant difference
was observed between posttest and follow up, indicating the stability of treatment effects over the three month
follow up period. No significant differences were observed at any stage in the control group.

Conclusions: Group cognitive behavioral therapy, focusing on identifying and modifying dysfunctional
thoughts, teaching emotion regulation skills, and gradual exposure to worries, significantly reduced emotional
distress and loneliness among students with symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder. The stability of results at
follow up suggests that this approach can be used as an effective and practical intervention in university
counseling centers to promote students’ emotional and social well being.

Keywords: group cognitive behavioral therapy, emotional distress, loneliness, generalized anxiety disorder,
students.

Citation: Bahlke Gharavi, N. (2026). Title without bold or italic. Journal of Psychology and Culture of Well-being, 1(2),
130-142.

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Generalized anxiety disorder is one of the most common mental health problems among university
students and is characterized by excessive, pervasive, and difficult-to-control worry across different
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areas of life. Academic pressure, educational competition, concerns about future employment, changes
in living conditions, and separation from family may intensify its symptoms. Persistent worry not only
reduces concentration and academic performance but also produces emotional and social
consequences. One of these consequences is emotional distress, which involves difficulties in
identifying, accepting, and regulating emotions, impaired impulse control, and an inability to maintain
goal-directed behavior. Students with symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder are vulnerable to
negative emotions and psychological instability because of catastrophic thinking, rumination, and
sustained physiological arousal. Loneliness is another consequence and refers to an individual’s
subjective perception that social relationships are insufficient or unsatisfactory. Chronic worry, fear of
negative evaluation, and avoidance of interpersonal interactions may weaken students’ social bonds
and increase feelings of loneliness. Group cognitive-behavioral therapy may reduce emotional distress
through identifying and modifying dysfunctional thoughts, teaching problem-solving skills, gradual
exposure, and emotion-regulation strategies. Moreover, the supportive group environment may
decrease loneliness by fostering empathy, peer feedback, shared experiences, and opportunities to
practice social interaction. Although evidence supports the effectiveness of this intervention in
reducing anxiety symptoms, limited research has simultaneously examined its emotional and social
outcomes among lIranian university students. Therefore, the present study aimed to determine the
effectiveness of group cognitive-behavioral therapy in reducing emotional distress and loneliness
among university students with symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder.

Method

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest control-group design with a three-month
follow-up. The statistical population consisted of university students with symptoms of generalized
anxiety disorder who attended counseling centers in Tehran in 2025. Using convenience sampling and
based on the sample size calculated through G*Power 3, 30 eligible students were selected and
randomly assigned to an experimental group and a control group, with 15 participants in each group.
The inclusion criteria were being a university student, having symptoms of generalized anxiety
disorder, Iranian nationality, and being between 20 and 45 years of age. The exclusion criteria
included absence from more than two intervention sessions, incomplete questionnaires, withdrawal
from the study, failure to complete therapeutic assignments, and participation in another psychological
or counseling intervention during the study.

Participants completed the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale developed by Gratz and Roemer
and the UCLA Loneliness Scale developed by Russell et al. at the pretest, posttest, and follow-up
stages. The experimental group received eight weekly 90-minute sessions of group cognitive-
behavioral therapy based on Beck’s protocol, whereas the control group received no intervention
during the study period. The intervention included cognitive formulation, goal setting, identification
and modification of automatic thoughts, recognition of cognitive distortions, graded assignments, and
imaginal exposure. Data were analyzed using repeated-measures analysis of variance in SPSS version
26. Ethical considerations included informed consent, confidentiality, voluntary participation, and
participants’ right to withdraw.

Findings

The results indicated that the experimental and control groups did not differ significantly in terms of
age or gender at baseline. Descriptive findings showed a greater reduction in emotional distress and
loneliness in the group receiving group cognitive-behavioral therapy than in the control group. In the
experimental group, the mean emotional distress score decreased from 78.60 at pretest to 69.10 at
posttest and remained relatively stable at the three-month follow-up (70.06). Similarly, the mean
loneliness score decreased from 65.85 at pretest to 53.51 at posttest and was 55.84 at follow-up. In
contrast, no substantial changes were observed in the control group across the three assessment stages.
The assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variances, and homogeneity of covariance matrices
were satisfied. The mixed repeated-measures analysis of variance revealed significant changes across
time and a significant interaction between time and group for the study variables (p < .01), indicating
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that the pattern of change differed between the experimental and control groups. Bonferroni post hoc
comparisons demonstrated significant differences between the pretest and both the posttest and follow-
up scores in the experimental group (p < .01), whereas the difference between posttest and follow-up
was not significant. No significant within-group differences were found in the control group. These
findings suggest that group cognitive-behavioral therapy significantly reduced emotional distress and
loneliness and that its effects were maintained during the three-month follow-up period.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that group cognitive-behavioral therapy was effective
in reducing emotional distress and loneliness among university students with symptoms of generalized
anxiety disorder, and these improvements were maintained over the three-month follow-up period.
The intervention appears to produce its effects by helping participants identify and modify
dysfunctional thoughts, challenge catastrophic interpretations, improve emotion-regulation skills, and
reduce avoidance behaviors. In addition, the group setting provides opportunities for empathy, peer
support, shared experiences, and the practice of interpersonal skills, which may strengthen social
connectedness and reduce perceived loneliness. Therefore, group cognitive-behavioral therapy may be
considered a practical and cost-effective intervention for use in university counseling centers.
However, the small sample size, convenience sampling method, and relatively short follow-up period
limit the generalizability of the findings. Future studies should employ larger and more diverse
samples, randomized sampling procedures, and longer follow-up periods to further evaluate the
durability and broader applicability of the intervention.
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