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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) is one of the most prevalent anxiety
disorders and is characterized by persistent worry, fear of future events, and difficulty controlling
anxious thoughts. It is frequently associated with fear of negative evaluation and heightened
interpersonal sensitivity. The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Cognitive-
Behavioral Therapy (CBT) on fear of negative evaluation, interpersonal sensitivity, and worry-
preoccupation states among women diagnosed with GAD.

Methodology: This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control
group. The statistical population consisted of women aged 18-35 years diagnosed with GAD who
attended counseling and psychological clinics in Mashhad during 2026. Forty participants were
selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to either an experimental group
(n=20) or a control group (n=20). The experimental group received eight sessions of CBT based on
the Heimberg and Becker (2002) protocol. Data were collected using the Generalized Anxiety
Disorder Scale (GAD-7), Penn State Worry Questionnaire (PSWQ), Interpersonal Sensitivity
Measure (IPSM), and the Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale (BFNE). Data were analyzed
using multivariate and univariate analyses of covariance (MANCOVA/ANCOVA) in SPSS
version 26.

Findings: Multivariate analyses revealed significant differences between the experimental and
control groups after controlling for pretest scores (Wilks’ Lambda, p < .001). Univariate
ANCOVA results demonstrated that CBT significantly reduced symptoms of generalized anxiety
disorder (F = 155.948, p < .001), worry (F = 142.968, p < .001), interpersonal sensitivity (F =
347.912, p < .001), and fear of negative evaluation (F = 202.575, p < .001). Bonferroni post hoc
comparisons further confirmed significant differences between groups across all dependent
variables (p < .05).

Conclusion: The findings indicate that Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy is an effective intervention
for reducing fear of negative evaluation, interpersonal sensitivity, and pathological worry among
women with GAD. By modifying maladaptive cognitions, reducing cognitive avoidance,
enhancing exposure to anxiety-provoking situations, and strengthening adaptive coping skills, CBT
contributes substantially to psychological and interpersonal functioning in this population.

Keywords: Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy; Fear of Negative Evaluation; Interpersonal Sensitivity;
Worry; Preoccupation; Generalized Anxiety Disorder.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) is among the
most prevalent and debilitating anxiety disorders,
characterized by  excessive, persistent, and
uncontrollable worry about a broad range of everyday
events and future outcomes. Individuals with GAD
frequently experience cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral difficulties that interfere with social
functioning, occupational performance, and overall
quality of life. Contemporary research indicates that
pathological worry is a central feature of GAD and is
closely associated with cognitive avoidance,
intolerance  of  uncertainty, rumination, and
maladaptive beliefs about threat and control (Behar &
Borkovec, 2020; Jacoby, 2020; Shah et al, 2023).
Excessive worry often functions as a maladaptive
strategy to avoid emotional processing, resulting in
the maintenance of anxiety symptoms and impaired
psychological adjustment (Buhr & Dugas, 2012; Ranney
et al., 2021). Studies have further demonstrated that
worry is linked to insomnia, reduced academic
engagement, and emotional distress, highlighting its
pervasive impact on multiple domains of functioning
(Heffernan et al., 2021; Scotta et al., 2022).

Beyond worry, individuals with GAD often exhibit
heightened interpersonal sensitivity and fear of
negative evaluation. Interpersonal sensitivity refers to
excessive vigilance toward others’ judgments,
reactions, and approval, which may contribute to
social withdrawal, emotional distress, and difficulties
in interpersonal relationships. Fear of negative
evaluation, similarly, involves apprehension regarding
criticism, rejection, and unfavorable judgments by
others, leading to avoidance of social situations and
persistent self-monitoring. These cognitive and
interpersonal  vulnerabilities frequently reinforce
anxiety symptoms and contribute to chronic
psychological distress. Cognitive models suggest that
individuals with anxiety disorders tend to
overestimate threats, underestimate coping abilities,
and interpret ambiguous situations negatively, thereby
perpetuating anxiety and social concerns (Gunther et
al., 2022; Hayes-Skelton & Lee, 2020).

A growing body of literature has emphasized the
importance of cognitive and metacognitive processes
in the development and maintenance of GAD.
Constructs such as cognitive avoidance, thought-
action fusion, intolerance of uncertainty, and
maladaptive metacognitive beliefs have been
identified as significant predictors of pathological

worry and anxiety-related symptoms (Berle & Starcevic,
2015; Mikaeili et al., 2015; Sagui-Henson, 2017). Recent
studies have also highlighted the role of schema-
related processes in anxiety disorders, suggesting that
maladaptive schemas and dysfunctional cognitive
patterns may underlie persistent emotional difficulties
(Fassbinder et al., 2019; Straarup et al., 2022; Young et al.,
2006). Consequently, interventions targeting these
cognitive vulnerabilities are considered essential for
effective treatment.

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is widely
recognized as the gold-standard psychological
treatment for GAD. CBT focuses on identifying and
modifying  dysfunctional thoughts, challenging
maladaptive beliefs, reducing avoidance behaviors,
and promoting adaptive coping strategies. Evidence
from randomized clinical trials and meta-analytic
reviews has consistently supported the effectiveness
of CBT in reducing anxiety symptoms, pathological
worry, and cognitive distortions among individuals
with GAD (Borza, 2017; Dugas et al., 2010; Hosseini et
al., 2021). Furthermore, CBT-based interventions have
demonstrated efficacy in addressing intolerance of
uncertainty, cognitive avoidance, and related
psychological processes across various populations
(Bomyea et al., 2015; Hebert & Dugas, 2019; Wahlund et
al., 2020). Comparative studies have also shown that
CBT can improve resilience, cognitive flexibility,
distress tolerance, and emotional regulation among
individuals with anxiety-related conditions (Baniasadi
et al., 2025; Ezzati et al., 2022). Additional
investigations have reported beneficial effects of
CBT-focused and schema-based interventions on
worry, rumination, thought-action fusion, and
cognitive avoidance in individuals with generalized
anxiety disorder (Dehghani Soltani & Rezaei Nasab, 2022;
Makhdoumi et al., 2024; Vafadar et al., 2021; Veisi et al.,
2026). Given the central role of fear of negative
evaluation, interpersonal sensitivity, and worry in the
psychopathology of GAD, examining the
effectiveness of CBT on these variables remains a
clinically meaningful endeavor.

Methodology

This study employed a quasi-experimental design
with pretest-posttest measurements and a control
group. The target population consisted of women
aged 18 to 35 years diagnosed with Generalized
Anxiety Disorder who attended five counseling and
psychological clinics in Mashhad during 2026.
Participants were selected through convenience
sampling. A total of 40 eligible individuals were
recruited and randomly assigned to either an




experimental group (20 participants) or a control
group (20 participants).

Data were collected wusing four standardized
instruments: the Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale
(GAD-7), the Penn State Worry Questionnaire
(PSWQ), the Interpersonal Sensitivity Measure
(IPSM), and the Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation
Scale (BFNE). All participants completed the
measures during the pretest and posttest phases.

The intervention consisted of eight structured CBT
sessions based on the protocol developed by
Heimberg and Becker. The sessions included
psychoeducation regarding anxiety, identification of
cognitive  distortions,  cognitive  restructuring,
examination of evidence for and against maladaptive
thoughts, cost-benefit analysis of dysfunctional
beliefs, social skills training, role-playing exercises,
assertiveness training, imaginal and in vivo exposure,
and relapse prevention strategies. Participants were
also assigned homework exercises throughout the
intervention period to facilitate skill acquisition and
generalization.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 26.
Descriptive statistics were calculated for all variables.
Assumptions of multivariate analysis were examined
prior to hypothesis testing. Multivariate and univariate
analyses of covariance were performed to assess
treatment effects, and Bonferroni post hoc
comparisons were conducted to identify significant
group differences.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that the experimental
and control groups were comparable at pretest across
all study variables. However, substantial reductions
were observed in the experimental group at posttest
for generalized anxiety symptoms,  worry,
interpersonal sensitivity, and fear of negative
evaluation, whereas the control group demonstrated
minimal change.

Preliminary analyses confirmed the assumptions
required for covariance analysis. Levene’s test
indicated homogeneity of variances across groups for
all dependent variables. Box’s M test demonstrated
equality of covariance matrices, and the homogeneity
of regression slopes assumption was also satisfied.

Multivariate analyses revealed a statistically
significant interaction effect of time and group.
Wilks” Lambda demonstrated significant differences
between groups across assessment occasions,
indicating that the intervention produced meaningful
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changes in the dependent variables. The effect size
associated with the multivariate model was
substantial, suggesting a strong treatment impact.

Subsequent univariate analyses of covariance showed
significant treatment effects for all dependent
variables. For generalized anxiety disorder symptoms,
the intervention yielded a significant reduction with F
= 155.948 and an effect size of 0.862. Worry levels
decreased significantly, with F = 142.968 and an
effect size of 0.851. Interpersonal sensitivity showed
the largest reduction, with F = 347.912 and an effect
size of 0.933. Fear of negative evaluation also
decreased significantly, with F = 202.575 and an
effect size of 0.890. All observed effects were
statistically significant at p < 0.001.

Bonferroni post hoc comparisons further confirmed
significant differences between pretest and posttest
scores within the experimental group. The largest
mean reductions were observed in interpersonal
sensitivity and worry, followed by fear of negative
evaluation and generalized anxiety symptoms. No
significant improvements were observed in the control
group. Overall, the findings demonstrated that CBT
was highly effective in reducing the targeted
cognitive, emotional, and interpersonal symptoms
among women with GAD.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of the present study provide strong
evidence for the effectiveness of Cognitive-
Behavioral Therapy in reducing fear of negative
evaluation, interpersonal  sensitivity,  worry-
preoccupation states, and generalized anxiety
symptoms among women diagnosed with Generalized
Anxiety Disorder. The substantial effect sizes
observed across all dependent variables indicate that
the intervention produced clinically meaningful
improvements rather than merely statistically
significant changes.

The reduction in worry and preoccupation can be
explained by CBT’s emphasis on identifying
dysfunctional thoughts, challenging catastrophic
predictions, and reducing cognitive avoidance.
Through cognitive restructuring and exposure-based
techniques, participants learned to confront rather
than avoid anxiety-provoking thoughts and situations.
This process likely reduced the repetitive cycle of
worry that characterizes GAD and promoted more
adaptive coping strategies. By increasing tolerance for
uncertainty and encouraging realistic appraisals of
future events, participants became less dependent on
worry as a means of perceived control.
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The observed decrease in interpersonal sensitivity
suggests that CBT may effectively modify
maladaptive beliefs regarding social interactions and
interpersonal judgments. Training in assertiveness,
role-playing, and exposure to social situations likely
contributed to greater confidence and reduced
vigilance toward perceived criticism or rejection. As
participants challenged negative assumptions about
others’ evaluations and acquired more effective
interpersonal skills, they became less susceptible to
interpersonal distress and hypersensitivity.

Similarly, the significant reduction in fear of negative
evaluation indicates that CBT successfully addressed
distorted beliefs concerning social judgment and
criticism. Participants were encouraged to test their
assumptions through behavioral experiments and real-
life exposure exercises. As a result, they gained
corrective  experiences that contradicted their
expectations of rejection and negative appraisal.
These experiences likely facilitated more balanced
self-perceptions and reduced anxiety in evaluative
situations.

The findings also  support the  broader
conceptualization of GAD as a disorder maintained by
maladaptive cognitive processes, including worry,

avoidance, intolerance of  uncertainty, and
dysfunctional interpretations of social and
interpersonal  experiences. By targeting these

underlying mechanisms, CBT appears capable of
producing improvements across multiple domains of
psychological  functioning. The intervention’s
comprehensive focus on cognition, emotion, behavior,
and interpersonal functioning may explain its
substantial impact on all measured outcomes.

In conclusion, the present study demonstrated that
Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy is a highly effective
intervention for women with Generalized Anxiety
Disorder. CBT significantly reduced generalized
anxiety symptoms, pathological worry, interpersonal
sensitivity, and fear of negative evaluation. These
findings underscore the value of CBT as a
comprehensive treatment approach capable of
addressing both the cognitive and interpersonal
dimensions of anxiety. The results suggest that
structured CBT programs can be successfully
implemented in counseling and psychological settings
to improve emotional well-being, social functioning,
and overall psychological adjustment among
individuals experiencing generalized anxiety disorder.
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