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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Skin disorders are not limited to physical symptoms and are frequently
associated with significant psychological difficulties such as anxiety, chronic worry, and emotional
avoidance, all of which may negatively affect quality of life and social functioning. The present
study aimed to compare anxiety sensitivity, experiential avoidance, and meta-worry among
individuals with severe skin problems, mild skin problems, and healthy individuals.

Methodology: This study employed a causal-comparative design. The statistical population
included individuals referred to dermatology clinics in Shiraz in 2021. The sample consisted of 80
participants selected through convenience sampling and divided into three groups: individuals with
severe skin problems (n=20), individuals with mild skin problems (n=20), and healthy individuals
(n=40). Data were collected using the Experiential Avoidance Questionnaire (EAQ), the Revised
Anxiety Sensitivity Index (ASIR), and the Meta-Worry Questionnaire (MWQ). Data analysis was
conducted using multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) and Scheffé post hoc tests in SPSS-
20.

Findings: The results of multivariate analysis of variance indicated significant differences among
the three groups in anxiety sensitivity, experiential avoidance, and meta-worry (P<0.001).
Univariate analyses further showed that individuals with skin disorders, particularly those with
severe conditions, reported significantly higher levels of anxiety sensitivity, experiential
avoidance, and meta-worry compared to healthy individuals. In addition, individuals with severe
skin disorders demonstrated significantly higher levels of meta-worry and experiential avoidance
than those with mild skin disorders, whereas the difference in anxiety sensitivity between the two
clinical groups was not statistically significant. The largest effect size was observed for
experiential avoidance.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that skin disorders are significantly associated with maladaptive
cognitive-emotional patterns, and affected individuals experience elevated levels of anxiety
sensitivity, experiential avoidance, and meta-worry. These results highlight the importance of
integrating psychological interventions alongside medical treatments and emphasize the potential
value of anxiety reduction, emotional acceptance, and metacognitive-based interventions for
patients with skin disorders.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Skin disorders are not merely somatic conditions; they
are closely intertwined with psychological, emotional,
and social functioning. Because the skin is directly
visible and plays a central role in physical appearance
and interpersonal communication, dermatological
problems may become a persistent source of distress,
shame, fear of negative evaluation, and reduced
quality of life (Beresford, 2013; Cortes et al., 2022).
Previous studies have shown that patients with skin
diseases experience higher levels of psychological
symptoms than healthy individuals, including anxiety,
depression, social withdrawal, and body-image
concerns (Abdi et al., 2018; Balieva et al., 2023). In
particular, chronic skin problems such as psoriasis,
vitiligo, eczema, and acne may expose individuals to
repeated experiences of social embarrassment and
self-focused attention, thereby increasing their
vulnerability to anxiety-related processes (Ansar et al.,
2013; Vernwal, 2017). Anxiety sensitivity is one of the
important psychological constructs in this regard. It
refers to fear of anxiety-related bodily, cognitive, and
social symptoms and has been shown to be associated
with functional impairment among adults with skin
disorders (Dixon et al., 2019; Ellison et al, 2021).
Individuals with skin problems may interpret bodily
sensations, visible symptoms, or signs of emotional
arousal as threatening, uncontrollable, or socially
damaging. This heightened sensitivity can intensify
anxiety and contribute to maladaptive coping patterns
(Aghaharis & Ramzani, 2017; Bernstein et al., 2019).
Another important construct is experiential avoidance,
which refers to attempts to suppress, escape, or
control  unpleasant thoughts, feelings, bodily
sensations, or memories. Although avoidance may
reduce distress temporarily, it often increases
psychological inflexibility and maintains anxiety in
the long term (Dymond, 2019; Sain et al., 2024).
Research has shown that experiential avoidance is
related to anxiety symptoms, emotion dysregulation,
body-image preoccupation, and reduced
psychological flexibility (Bajestan et al., 2026; Dosti et
al., 2016). In addition, meta-worry, or worry about
worry itself, may intensify distress by making
individuals  believe that their worries are
uncontrollable or harmful. This process has been
linked to body dysmorphic concerns and maladaptive
metacognitive patterns (Rabiee, 2015; Yildirim &
Bahtiyar, 2022). Since skin disorders may increase
concerns about appearance, health, and social
judgment, examining anxiety sensitivity, experiential

avoidance, and meta-worry together can provide a
more  comprehensive  understanding of  the
psychological burden of dermatological conditions.

Methodology

This study was conducted using a causal-comparative
design. The statistical population included adult men
and women who referred to dermatology clinics in
Shiraz in 2021. The sample consisted of 80
participants selected through convenience sampling.
Participants were divided into three groups: 20
individuals with severe skin problems, 20 individuals
with mild skin problems, and 40 healthy individuals.
The clinical groups were selected from patients
attending a dermatology clinic, and the severity of
skin problems was determined based on the clinical
evaluation of a dermatologist. The healthy group was
selected from individuals without chronic skin
problems. Inclusion criteria included adulthood,
having chronic skin problems for at least one year in
the clinical groups, and willingness to participate in
the study. Exclusion criteria included incomplete
questionnaires and unwillingness to continue
participation. Ethical considerations were observed
throughout the study. Participants were informed
about the purpose of the research, wvoluntary
participation, and confidentiality of their information.

Data were collected using three questionnaires.
Experiential avoidance was measured using the
Experiential Avoidance Questionnaire, which assesses
acceptance, experiential avoidance, and psychological
inflexibility.  Higher scores indicate greater
experiential avoidance and lower psychological
flexibility. Anxiety sensitivity was measured using the
Revised Anxiety Sensitivity Index, which includes
components of fear of bodily concerns, fear of
cognitive dyscontrol, and fear of publicly observable
anxiety symptoms. Meta-worry was assessed using
the Meta-Worry Questionnaire, which measures social
anxiety, health anxiety, and meta-worry. Reliability
coefficients in the present study were acceptable, with
Cronbach’s alpha values of 0.84 for experiential
avoidance, 0.82 for anxiety sensitivity, and 0.85 for
meta-worry. Data were analyzed using SPSS version
20. Descriptive statistics, including mean and
standard deviation, were calculated. Multivariate
analysis of variance was used to examine overall
group differences, followed by univariate analyses
and Scheffé post hoc tests for pairwise comparisons.




Findings

The descriptive findings showed that individuals with
severe skin problems had the highest scores in all
psychological variables, followed by individuals with
mild skin problems and then healthy individuals. For
experiential avoidance, the total mean score was
89.30 with a standard deviation of 11.48 in the severe
skin-problem group, 77.00 with a standard deviation
of 9.72 in the mild skin-problem group, and 61.70
with a standard deviation of 8.85 in the healthy group.
In the acceptance component, the mean scores were
28.75, 2490, and 19.85, respectively. In the
experiential avoidance component, the mean scores
were 30.65, 26.30, and 20.70, respectively. In
psychological inflexibility, the mean scores were
29.90, 25.80, and 21.15, respectively.

For anxiety sensitivity, the total mean score was 45.80
with a standard deviation of 7.42 in the severe skin-
problem group, 39.50 with a standard deviation of
6.13 in the mild skin-problem group, and 29.60 with a
standard deviation of 5.58 in the healthy group. In
fear of bodily concerns, the mean scores were 19.25,
16.80, and 12.60, respectively. In fear of cognitive
dyscontrol, the mean scores were 12.70, 10.95, and
8.05, respectively. In fear of publicly observable
anxiety symptoms, the mean scores were 13.85,
11.75, and 8.95, respectively.

For meta-worry, the findings also showed higher
scores among individuals with severe skin problems.
The mean score of social anxiety was 22.40 in the
severe group, 19.60 in the mild group, and 15.80 in
the healthy group. The mean score of health anxiety
was 21.90 in the severe group, 18.75 in the mild
group, and 14.60 in the healthy group. The mean
score of meta-worry was 20.85 in the severe group,
17.90 in the mild group, and 13.70 in the healthy
group.

Before inferential analysis, statistical assumptions
were examined. Box’s M test was not significant,
Box’s M = 18.42, F(12, 6845.12) = 1.21, p = 0.143,
indicating equality of covariance matrices. Levene’s
test was also non-significant for all variables, p >
0.05, confirming homogeneity of variances. Shapiro—
Wilk tests indicated no significant deviation from
normality, p > 0.05. MANOVA showed a significant
overall difference among the three groups, Wilks’
Lambda = 0.54, F(6,150) = 11.84, p < 0.001, partial
eta squared = 0.32. Univariate analyses showed
significant group differences in anxiety sensitivity,
F(2,77) = 18.96, p < 0.001, eta = 0.33; experiential
avoidance, F(2,77) = 24.81, p < 0.001, eta = 0.39; and
meta-worry, F(2,77) = 17.43, p < 0.001, eta = 0.31.
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The largest effect size belonged to experiential
avoidance. Scheffé post hoc tests showed that healthy
individuals scored significantly lower than both
clinical groups in anxiety sensitivity, experiential
avoidance, and meta-worry. The severe skin-problem
group scored significantly higher than the mild group
in experiential avoidance, mean difference = 12.30,
standard error = 3.12, p = 0.018, and meta-worry,
mean difference = 2.95, standard error = 0.94, p =
0.011. However, the difference between the severe
and mild groups in anxiety sensitivity was not
statistically significant, mean difference = 6.30,
standard error = 2.18, p = 0.071.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that individuals with skin
problems, especially those with severe conditions,
experience higher levels of anxiety sensitivity,
experiential avoidance, and meta-worry than healthy
individuals. These results suggest that skin disorders
are associated with maladaptive cognitive-emotional
processes and should not be understood only as
physical conditions. The elevated anxiety sensitivity
among affected individuals may reflect their
heightened fear of bodily sensations, visible
symptoms, and anxiety-related reactions in social
contexts. Since skin problems are often visible,
patients may become more attentive to bodily changes
and more concerned about how others evaluate them.
This can intensify anxiety and reinforce emotional
vulnerability.

The findings also showed that experiential avoidance
had the largest effect size among the studied
variables. This suggests that avoidance of unpleasant
internal experiences may be a central psychological
mechanism differentiating individuals with skin
problems from healthy individuals. Patients with
severe skin problems may attempt to avoid distressing
emotions, social situations, mirrors, conversations
about appearance, or thoughts related to their illness.
Although such avoidance may temporarily reduce
discomfort, it can maintain anxiety, increase
psychological inflexibility, and limit adaptive coping.
The significant difference between severe and mild
groups in experiential avoidance further indicates that
as the severity of skin problems increases, avoidance-
based coping may become more dominant.

The higher level of meta-worry among individuals
with skin problems also suggests that these patients
may be caught in repetitive cycles of worry about
their appearance, health, social acceptance, and the
uncontrollability of their own worries. This form of
worry can intensify distress and reduce psychological
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adjustment. The fact that both mild and severe clinical
groups differed significantly from healthy individuals
shows that even less severe skin problems may be
associated with meaningful psychological burden.
Overall, the results support the need for integrated
dermatological and psychological care. Psychological
interventions focused on reducing experiential
avoidance, modifying  anxiety-related  beliefs,

improving emotional acceptance, and managing meta-
worry may help improve adjustment and quality of
life in patients with skin disorders. Therefore,
treatment plans for dermatological patients should
include not only medical management of symptoms
but also psychological assessment and intervention
targeting anxiety sensitivity, experiential avoidance,
and meta-worry.
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