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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
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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.
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Worry; Preoccupation; Generalized Anxiety Disorder.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD) is one of the most
prevalent and debilitating anxiety disorders,
characterized by a persistent fear of social situations
in which individuals may be scrutinized, evaluated, or
negatively judged by others. This disorder
significantly interferes with interpersonal functioning,
occupational performance, educational achievement,
and overall quality of life. Individuals with SAD
frequently avoid social interactions and performance
situations, resulting in social isolation, reduced self-
confidence, and impaired psychosocial adjustment
(Spence & Rapee, 2016). Research has demonstrated
that social anxiety is associated with deficits in theory
of mind, empathic accuracy, and interpersonal
functioning, which further contribute to difficulties in
establishing and maintaining social relationships (Alvi
et al, 2020). Moreover, attention biases toward
threatening social stimuli and heightened sensitivity
to evaluation are among the core mechanisms
maintaining social anxiety symptoms (Ollendick et al.,
2019).

Among the cognitive features of SAD, cognitive
anxiety plays a particularly important role. Cognitive
anxiety refers to persistent worry, intrusive thoughts,
anticipatory concerns, and negative self-focused
attention that emerge in stressful situations.
Individuals with elevated cognitive anxiety often
engage in excessive rumination and catastrophic
interpretations of social events, leading to heightened
emotional distress and behavioral avoidance.
Cognitive anxiety has been shown to impair executive
functioning and cognitive restructuring processes,
thereby maintaining maladaptive beliefs and anxiety
symptoms (Holder et al., 2021). Furthermore, studies
indicate that cognitive anxiety is negatively associated
with psychological empowerment, self-efficacy, and
adaptive functioning, emphasizing its relevance as a
treatment target (Mohammadzadeh, 2022; Simpson et
al., 2020).

In addition to cognitive anxiety, social competence is
another critical variable associated with social anxiety
disorder. Social competence encompasses a set of
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral abilities that
enable individuals to interact effectively with others,

establish  meaningful relationships, and adapt
successfully to social environments. Socially
competent  individuals  demonstrate  effective
communication  skills, empathy, cooperation,

emotional regulation, and problem-solving abilities in

interpersonal situations (Ajal Louian & Abutorabi, 2020).
Conversely, individuals suffering from social anxiety
often exhibit reduced social competence due to
avoidance behaviors, fear of evaluation, and limited
opportunities to develop social skills. These
difficulties frequently contribute to a cycle in which
poor social performance reinforces anxiety and
negative self-perceptions (Mazaheri Tehrani, 2020).

Recent theoretical frameworks emphasize the role of
maladaptive cognitive processing and emotional
dysregulation in the maintenance of social anxiety
symptoms. Contextual and schema-based approaches
suggest that dysfunctional beliefs and maladaptive
coping patterns contribute significantly to impaired
interpersonal  functioning and reduced social
competence (Roediger et al., 2018; Simeone-DiFrancesco
et al., 2015). Empirical studies have also demonstrated
that interventions targeting maladaptive cognitive and
emotional processes can improve communication
skills, interpersonal relationships, and psychosocial
functioning (Rad et al., 2023).

Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) has
emerged as one of the most promising third-wave
psychological interventions for addressing anxiety-
related disorders. MBCT integrates principles of
traditional cognitive therapy with mindfulness
practices, teaching individuals to observe thoughts
and emotions without judgment and to cultivate
awareness of present-moment experiences (Segal et al.,
2013). Rather than attempting to change the content of
negative thoughts directly, MBCT focuses on altering
individuals’ relationships with their thoughts, thereby
reducing reactivity and emotional distress (Williams &
Penman, 2012). Through mindfulness exercises such as
breathing awareness, body scanning, and mindful
observation, participants learn to recognize automatic
cognitive patterns and disengage from maladaptive
cycles of rumination and worry (Mousavi et al., 2020).

Numerous studies have supported the effectiveness of
MBCT in reducing anxiety and improving
psychological well-being. Research has shown that
mindfulness-based interventions can decrease social
anxiety symptoms, loneliness, depression, and
rumination while enhancing emotional regulation and
executive functioning (Ghadampour et al., 2016;
Shirinzadeh Dastgiri et al.,, 2015). More recent
investigations have reported improvements in stress,
anxiety, social support, and life satisfaction following
mindfulness-based programs (Alvarado-Garcia et al.,
2025). Furthermore, mindfulness has been linked to
lower social evaluation anxiety and greater self-
regulation, factors that are directly relevant to social




functioning and adaptive behavior (zhong et al., 2024).
Additional evidence indicates that mindfulness
interventions can effectively reduce anxiety-related
symptoms across diverse populations and settings
(Martins Esteves et al., 2022).

Although the effectiveness of MBCT has been
documented in various psychological conditions,
relatively few studies have simultaneously examined
its impact on cognitive anxiety and social competence
among women diagnosed with social anxiety disorder.
Considering the higher prevalence and psychosocial
burden of social anxiety among women, investigating
interventions that address both cognitive and social
dimensions of the disorder is of particular importance
(kamali, 2022). Therefore, the present study aimed to
evaluate the effectiveness of Mindfulness-Based
Cognitive Therapy on cognitive anxiety and social
competence in women with social anxiety disorder.

Methodology

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-
posttest design with a control group. The statistical
population consisted of women diagnosed with social
anxiety disorder who attended counseling centers in
Kermanshah, Iran, during 2025. Using convenience
sampling, 28 eligible participants were selected and
randomly assigned to either an experimental group (n
= 14) or a control group (n = 14).

Data collection was conducted using the Cognitive
Anxiety Questionnaire and the Social Competence
Questionnaire. Participants in both groups completed
the questionnaires during the pretest and posttest
phases. The experimental group  received
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy over eight
consecutive weeks, with one 90-minute session
conducted each week. The intervention focused on
mindfulness skills, awareness of present-moment
experiences, acceptance of thoughts and emotions,
cognitive decentering, breathing exercises, body scan
practices, and the reduction of maladaptive cognitive
patterns. The control group did not receive any
psychological intervention during the study period.

Data were analyzed using SPSS software. Descriptive
statistics, including means and standard deviations,
were calculated for all variables. The normality
assumption was evaluated using the Shapiro-Wilk
test. Subsequently, mixed repeated-measures analysis
of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to examine the
effects of group, time, and group-by-time interaction
on cognitive anxiety and social competence.

Findings

V-1 Olmio B ool F 0598 (v 9yl ‘;;"}..‘ﬁ' wuoij)

Descriptive results indicated that the mean cognitive
anxiety score in the experimental group decreased
from 22.78 (SD = 3.24) at pretest to 12.35 (SD =
2.86) at posttest. In contrast, the control group showed
only a slight decrease from 21.53 (SD = 2.85) to
20.41 (SD = 2.74).

Regarding social competence, the mean score of the
experimental group increased from 36.68 (SD = 4.78)
at pretest to 48.45 (SD = 6.69) at posttest. The control
group demonstrated minimal change, with scores
shifting from 35.23 (SD = 3.56) to 34.38 (SD = 3.41).

The Shapiro-Wilk test confirmed that all study
variables were normally distributed, indicating that
the assumptions required for parametric analyses were
satisfied.

Results of the mixed repeated-measures ANOVA
revealed significant effects for group, time, and
group-by-time interaction on cognitive anxiety. The
interaction effect was statistically significant, F(1,26)
=89.19, p <.001, n? = .647, indicating that changes in
cognitive anxiety over time differed significantly
between the experimental and control groups. The
large effect size suggests that MBCT substantially
reduced cognitive anxiety among women with social
anxiety disorder.

Similarly, significant effects were observed for social
competence. The interaction effect was significant,
F(1,26) = 62.16, p < .001, n?> = .654, demonstrating
that changes in social competence across time differed
significantly between the two groups. Participants
who received MBCT exhibited a marked increase in
social competence compared with those in the control
group. The obtained effect size indicates a strong
practical impact of the intervention.

Overall, the findings demonstrated that Mindfulness-
Based Cognitive Therapy significantly decreased
cognitive anxiety while simultaneously enhancing
social competence among women diagnosed with
social anxiety disorder.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study demonstrated that Mindfulness-
Based Cognitive Therapy was effective in reducing
cognitive anxiety and increasing social competence
among women with social anxiety disorder. The
observed reduction in cognitive anxiety suggests that
mindfulness practices enabled participants to
disengage from maladaptive cognitive patterns,
including excessive worry, self-focused attention, and
catastrophic interpretations of social situations. By
learning to observe thoughts without judgment and to




(VLKA § Wil>) oo Gl Ol fadl 9 AET R » i SSbd Oloyd Lisu i1

accept internal experiences rather than avoid them,
participants developed healthier cognitive responses
to anxiety-provoking situations.

The improvement in social competence is equally
noteworthy. Social anxiety often restricts individuals’
opportunities to engage in interpersonal interactions
and practice social skills. As cognitive anxiety
decreased, participants likely became more willing to
participate in social situations, communicate
effectively, and engage in meaningful relationships.
Enhanced present-moment awareness and emotional
regulation may have facilitated more adaptive social
behaviors, contributing to greater confidence and
competence in interpersonal contexts.

The findings support the notion that cognitive and
social dimensions of social anxiety are closely
interconnected. Reductions in maladaptive cognitive
processes appear to create opportunities for more
constructive social engagement, while improved
social experiences may further reduce anxiety and
reinforce adaptive functioning. This reciprocal
relationship highlights the value of interventions that
address both cognitive and interpersonal mechanisms
simultaneously.

Another important implication of the findings is that
MBCT appears to offer benefits beyond symptom
reduction. Participants not only experienced lower
levels of anxiety but also demonstrated improvements
in a positive psychological resource—social

competence. Such outcomes are particularly valuable
because they contribute to long-term adaptation,
resilience, and overall quality of life. Enhancing
social competence may help individuals build
supportive relationships, improve occupational and
academic  functioning, and increase overall
psychological well-being.

The large effect sizes obtained in the present study
indicate that MBCT had a substantial practical impact
on both outcome variables. These findings suggest
that mindfulness-based interventions can serve as an
effective therapeutic option for women experiencing
social anxiety disorder. By promoting awareness,
acceptance, emotional balance, and cognitive
flexibility, MBCT provides individuals with skills that
can be applied across various life situations.

In conclusion, the results of this study indicate that
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy significantly
reduces cognitive anxiety and enhances social
competence among women with social anxiety
disorder. The intervention appears to be effective in
addressing both maladaptive cognitive processes and
interpersonal functioning, making it a comprehensive
approach for the treatment of social anxiety. The
findings underscore the importance of incorporating
mindfulness-based interventions into counseling and
mental health services for individuals experiencing
social anxiety-related difficulties.
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