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Background: It seems that despite the significant role of worry and uncertainty intolerance in
occurrence, maintaining and intensify the symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder, few
interventions have targeted such variables.

Aims: The aim of the present study was to investigate the effectiveness of schema therapy on worry
states and intolerance of uncertainty in patient with 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- 7 item (Spitzer et al, 2006), Pen state worry questionnaire (Meyer et al, 1990) and
Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale (Freeston et al, 1994). Data were analyzed by SPSS-24 software and
MANOVA with repeated measure test.

Results: The results demonstrated that schema therapy is effective in reducing worry states and
intolerance of uncertainty (p< 0.01) and that this effect is long-lasting (p< 0.01).

Conclusion: According to the findings of the study, therapists and clinical specialists should consider
schema therapy as an effective treatment strategy for generalized anxiety disorder.
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Introduction

Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) is a prevalent
and chronic psychiatric condition characterized by
excessive anxiety and worry, difficulty controlling
worry, social dysfunction, and symptoms such as
restlessness,  fatigue, difficulty concentrating,
irritability, muscle tension, and disrupted sleep (Shah
et al., 2023). It ranks as the second most common
psychiatric disorder, following depression (Hayes-
Skelton & Lee, 2020). According to the American
Psychiatric Association (2013), individuals with
GAD tend to worry more extensively and about a
broader range of topics compared to those with other
anxiety disorders. Explanatory models of GAD
suggest that the process of worrying may lead to other
negative outcomes, such as avoidance, because worry
is viewed as a cognitive or verbal activity aimed at
preventing future catastrophic events. As such, it
functions as an avoidance strategy in response to
perceived threats (Behar & Borkovec, 2020).
Moreover, worry, as a dysfunctional strategy, can
hinder the process of responding to emotional stimuli
and implementing adaptive emotion regulation
strategies, which may reinforce maladaptive beliefs
that perpetuate anxiety. This occurs because worry
does not allow for the necessary exploration and
refutation of these beliefs (Borza, 2017).
Consequently, it leads to various outcomes such as
intolerance of uncertainty, the tendency to perceive
ambiguous situations as stressful and negative, and
the chronic and pathological worry reported by
individuals with GAD (Sagoo-Henson, 2017).
Research on interventions for GAD indicates that
changes in intolerance of uncertainty are associated
with changes in worry levels (Hebert & Dugas, 2019)
because intolerance of uncertainty, as a cognitive
bias, affects the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
processes involved in reacting to ambiguous and
uncertain conditions (Vahlund et al., 2020).

Given the cognitive and emotional problems reported
in individuals with GAD and their role in
exacerbating and sustaining intolerance  of
uncertainty and worry, interventions that target these
factors are likely to reduce physical and
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psychological symptoms. One such intervention is
schema therapy, which focuses on early maladaptive
schemas (Thiel et al., 2016) and aims to improve
schemas, modify the structure and content of
maladaptive schemas, and prevent the recurrence of
anxiety symptoms by utilizing various cognitive,
experiential, behavioral, and interpersonal strategies.
A review of the literature suggests that schema
therapy is effective in addressing various variables
associated with anxiety disorders and also has an
impact on clinical symptoms and emotional schemas
in individuals with anxiety disorders (Riemersma et
al., 2023; Strupp et al., 2022; Penny & Norton, 2022).
Although  cognitive and  cognitive-behavioral
interventions are generally considered more effective
in explaining and treating GAD compared to other
models (Fisher, 2006), they have not yielded
significant therapeutic results (Sibrava & Borkovec,
2006). A significant proportion of patients achieved
only minimal symptom improvement, and the
effectiveness of the intervention diminished
considerably  during  follow-up.  Additionally,
traditional cognitive-behavioral interventions have
primarily focused on the nature of worries and
changing them, rather than explaining the process of
worry formation and persistence (Wells, 2011).
Furthermore, individuals with emotional issues often
have ingrained interpersonal schemas that reflect
generalized relationships with the self and others.
These schemas create a cognitive-interpersonal cycle
that hinders the full effectiveness of therapeutic
techniques, highlighting the importance of
interventions that address these factors. Therefore,
this study aimed to investigate whether schema
therapy is effective in reducing worry and intolerance
of uncertainty in individuals with GAD.

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
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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), the Penn State Worry Questionnaire
(PSWQ); Meyer et al., 1990), and the Intolerance of
Uncertainty Scale (IUS; Freeston et al., 1994).
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.

Vol. 23, No. 144, 2024

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 worry states and intolerance of
uncertainty 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 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 worry states and intolerance of uncertainty
(F=75.012, 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 flexibility and distress

tolerance
variables Source SS df MS F Sig Eta
Time 317.77 1 317.77 85.15 0.001 0.817
Within Group Time*Group 215.3 1 215.3 57.69 0.001  0.643
worry states Error 119.41 32 3.73 - - -
Between Group Group 500.74 1 500.74 11.41 0.002  0.263
Error 1403.76 32 43.86 - - -
Time 170.72 1 170.72 44247  0.001 0.933
intolerance of Within Group Time*Group  1032.71 1 1032.71  258.06  0.001 0.89
uncertainty Error 128.05 32 4.02 - - -
Group 3829.65 1 3829.65 74.73 0.001 0.7

Between Group Error

1639.8 32 51.24 - o -

The results in Table 1 indicate that there is a
significant difference in worry states and intolerance
of uncertainty between pre-test, post-test, and follow-
up periods in schema therapy (p<0.01). The results
show that 81% and 93% of the within-group changes
in worry states and intolerance of uncertainty 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 64% and 89% 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 worry states and
intolerance of uncertainty, 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 26% and 70%,
respectively. Bonferroni post hoc test was used to
examine the differences between research groups, and
the results are presented in Table 2.

81




Journal of

Vol. 23, No. 144, 2024

Table 2. Within Bonferroni's post hoc test results in the variables of worry states and intolerance of uncertainty

Variable Stages Mean difference  Standard deviation Sig
Pre-test/Post-test 7.76 0.63 0.001
worry states Post-test/follow-up 0.12 0.72 0.342
Pre-test/ follow-up 7.88 0.53 0.001
Pre-test/Post-test 18.36 0.71 0.001

intolerance of uncertainty  Post-test/follow-up -0.36 0.98 0.63
Pre-test/ follow-up 18 0.69 0.001

The results of Table 2 showed that there was a
significant difference (p< 0.01) in the variables of
worry states and intolerance of uncertainty in the
post-test and follow-up stages between the schema
therapy group and the control group. This indicates
the effectiveness of schema therapy in improving
worry states and intolerance of uncertainty.
Furthermore, the presence of a significant difference
in the follow-up period suggests that schema therapy
led to improved worry states and intolerance of
uncertainty 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 worry states and
intolerance of uncertainty in people with generalized
anxiety disorder. The results indicated that schema
therapy was effective in reducing worry states and
intolerance of uncertainty (p<0.01).

Schema therapy, by employing cognitive,
experiential, behavioral, and relational techniques,
helps patients gain cognitive awareness of their
schemas, identify associated memories, emotions,
bodily sensations, and coping styles. Once patients
understand their schemas and coping styles, they can
gain some control over their responses. The goal of
therapy is to increase rational awareness and
conscious control over schemas. Experiential
techniques enable patients to connect the
developmental origins of their schemas to their
current problems. In behavioral pattern-breaking,
patients strive to replace schema-driven behaviors
with more adaptive behaviors (Young et al., 2006).
Schema therapy, with its emphasis on explaining how
maladaptive schemas influence the processing and
confrontation of life events, and its provision of
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cognitive and behavioral techniques, along with its
focus on replacing maladaptive coping styles with
more adaptive ones, offers a framework for
improving maladaptive early schemas associated
with intolerance of uncertainty in individuals with
GAD. Experiential techniques help patients
reorganize their emotional responses, gain new
insights, regulate interpersonal affect, and engage in
self-soothing, thereby  facilitating  schema
improvement. Furthermore, patients can use these
techniques to test schema hypotheses, and by
triggering schemas and linking them to current issues,
they can achieve emotional insight and subsequent
schema improvement. Overall, schema therapy
appears to reduce the unpleasant emotions of
individuals with GAD, particularly those triggered by
ambiguous situations that lead to uncertainty and
worry.
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4, convergent
5. divergent
6, Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale
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I, Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale- 7 item
2, Patient Health Questionnaire
3. Pen State Worry Questionnaire
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