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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: In the diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (DSM-5), anxiety disorders are
characterized by persistent and overwhelming worry and fear that interfere with normal functioning. According to the
fifth revised edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5-TR), there are nine types
of anxiety disorders, which have a high comorbidity and are all characterized by fear and related behavioral disorders.
One type of anxiety disorder is generalized anxiety disorder (GAD), a common and significantly disabling psychiatric
illness that is often undiagnosed and untreated. Symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder include: chronic generalized
anxiety, restlessness, fatigue, difficulty concentrating, irritability, muscle tension, and sleep disturbances. Based on
research on individuals with generalized anxiety disorder, various factors can play a role in the development and
maintenance of the disorder, including intolerance of uncertainty.

Intolerance of uncertainty, a tendency to overthink, or a negative reaction to uncertain events may have
consequences for individuals' mental health and well-being. Uncertainty and apprehension about future events can
lead to worry, anxiety, and even dysfunction. A closely related concept, intolerance of uncertainty, emerged in the
early 1990s and has increasingly become a transdiagnostic risk factor for various forms of anxiety disorders. Interest
in uncertainty and intolerance of uncertainty has grown rapidly in recent years. According to the theory of intolerance
of uncertainty, this intolerance manifests itself in an excessive tendency to find uncertain situations stressful and
uncomfortable, believing that unexpected events are negative and should be avoided, and thinking that uncertainty
about the future is unfair. The contribution of intolerance of uncertainty to the development of worry and generalized
anxiety disorder has been well established in research. So much so that Carlton (2016) has even presented arguments
supporting the idea that intolerance of uncertainty reflects a core component of generalized anxiety and even fear.
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Considering these issues, this study presents psychological interventions to reduce these problems, including
intolerance of uncertainty, in patients with generalized anxiety disorder. One of the effective interventions for reducing
the problems of patients with generalized anxiety disorder is emotion-focused therapy (EFT). Based on the results of
recent research, emotion-focused therapy has been developed for generalized anxiety disorder, and promising results
have been obtained in clinical trials.

In recent years, several studies have shown that, in addition to relapse prevention strategies, mindfulness-based
interventions, including mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT), may also reduce acute symptoms of anxiety.
A meta-analysis of 39 studies with a total of 1,140 participants found that mindfulness-based interventions have
significant effects on reducing anxiety symptoms in people with anxiety disorders. In mindfulness-based cognitive
therapy, participants can learn to identify patterns of emotional responses and negative thinking to help them develop
a crisis plan and take action in the event of future depression, hopelessness, and suicidal thoughts. Mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy has shown equal or greater efficacy in preventing anxiety relapse compared to classical counseling
theories such as behavioral and cognitive therapy.

The purpose of this study was to compare effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy and mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy on uncertainty intolerance in patients with generalized anxiety disorder.

Method: This quasi-experimental study was conducted using a pretest-posttest design with a control group and a 2-
month follow-up. The statistical population was all patients with generalized anxiety disorder referred to psychological
counseling and service centers in the north and northwest of Tehran city in year 2023. In the first stage, 45 patients
with a score of 10 or above on the Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale (GAD-7) were selected and then randomly
divided into two experimental groups (15 patients each) and one control group (15 patients). The experimental groups
underwent emotion-focused therapy and mindfulness-based cognitive therapy, but the control group received no
training and was placed in the waiting list.

Data were collected using the Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale (GAD-7; Spitzer et al., 2006) and the Intolerance
of Uncertainty Scale (IUS-27; Sexton and Dugas, 2009). Data analysis was performed using SPSS-28 software,
employing repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post-hoc tests.

Results: The mean age (and standard deviation) for the emotion-focused therapy group was 33.73 (SD = 5.351), for
the mindfulness-based cognitive therapy group was 31.20 (SD = 5.570), and for the control group was 33.07 (SD =
4.026) which was used to homogenize the age of the three groups using the one-way analysis of variance test. F=1.023,
which is not statistically significant (sig=0.368) indicates the homogeneity of the 3 groups in terms of age. Based on
the results, it shows that Mauchly's Test of Sphericity for uncertainty intolerance is significant at the level of 0.001 (p
value is smaller than 0.050). This finding indicates that the variance of the differences between the levels of the
dependent variables is significantly different. Therefore, the sphericity assumption for repeated measures ANOVA
was not met. Violation of the default assumption of sphericity causes the F statistic of variance analysis to be
inaccurate. To solve this problem and increase the accuracy of the F statistic, the degrees of freedom are corrected
using the Greenhouse-Geisser and Huynh-Feldt methods. According to Stevens, if the epsilon value is greater than
0.75, the Huynh-Feldt correction is preferred; otherwise, or if sphericity information is unavailable, the Greenhouse-
Geisser correction is used. In the present study, the epsilon value for the Greenhouse-Geisser index for intolerance of
uncertainty was less than 0.75, thus the Greenhouse-Geisser correction was applied. Therefore, with the Greenhouse-
Geisser correction applied, the results of the analysis of variance test with repeated measurements are reported in
Table 1 to investigate the difference of the research sample in the three stages of pre-test, post-test and follow-up of
the uncertainty intolerance variable.

Table 1. Results of Tests of Within-Subjects Effects and Tests of Within-Subjects Contrasts
(Greenhouse-Geisser Correction) of Uncertainty Intolerance

Variables Source F p Partial Eta Observed Power
self-referent group 8.960 0.001 0.299 0.964
implications factor 81.044 0.001 0.659 0.999

factor * group 17.891 0.001 0.460 0.999

group 8.127 0.001 0.279 0.946

uncertainty is unfair factor 72.943 0.001 0.635 0.999
factor * group 18.197 0.001 0.464 0.999

total uncertainty group 18.138 0.001 0.463 0.999
intolerance factor 164.798 0.001 0.797 0.999
factor * group 37.948 0.001 0.644 0.999

61



EFT AND MBCT ON UNCERTAINTY INTOLERANCE Masoud Sharifzadeh et al.

The results of the study showed that both interventions had a significant effect on intolerance of uncertainty
(p<0.05), with Bonferroni comparisons showing emotion-focused therapy was more effective (p<0.05).

Discussion: In explaining the result that emotion-focused therapy is more effective than mindfulness-based cognitive
therapy in reducing intolerance of uncertainty in patients with generalized anxiety disorder, it can be said that the
progress of psychotherapy in this field depends on a deep understanding of the symptoms and related factors. Given
the novelty of the concept of emotion-focused therapy, the literature emphasizes on the role of emotion and the
effectiveness of this treatment in psychological disorders. It can also be said that by activating emotion, access to
individual needs, desires, and goals is provided, allowing the client to change problematic emotional interactions by
reconstructing unwanted experiences.

Emotion-focused therapy, as a new approach to treating psychological and clinical disorders, considers changes in
emotion as the source and treatment of psychological problems. However, it is also pointed out that paying attention
to emotion is the first step toward achieving change and that most problems have motivational, emotional, behavioral,
physiological, cognitive, cultural, and social origins, many of which must be addressed. This therapy considers the
root of the disorders to be the maladaptive emotional experience, as well as experiences of neglect, rejection, and harm
from others. It proposes that when the protection, nurturing, comfort, and support of caregivers are inadequate,
memories of emotional schemas related to painful experiences are formed outside of consciousness, and the individual
copes with them by emotionally numbing, rejecting, or ignoring the painful experience. Emotional schemas represent
specific evocative situations and action-related tendencies and are often nonverbal; yet, they can be brought into the
individual's consciousness and symbolized and represented in the form of language (Greenberg & Goldman, 2008).

The beginning of the treatment focuses on deepening the experience and entering the layers of emotional awareness,
emphasizing that verbal and logical techniques that consider cognitive restructuring at the conceptual level are of little
importance. Therefore, according to the self-protective concept of worry, an effective therapeutic approach is to target
the process rather than the content. In this process, worry is expressed through experiential participation in two-chair
conversations, facilitating adaptive feelings and flexibility towards the pathological process. In other words, by sitting
in the worry chair, the client becomes aware of its function, and by moving to the experiencing chair, while achieving
an experiential sense, is able to cope with worry. With the ability to cope with worry, which is one of the main
components of generalized anxiety disorder, the symptoms of this disorder are reduced.

It can also be said that in emotion-focused therapy, by emphasizing reappraisal, the problem is interpreted in a way
that reduces emotional responses. Therefore, emotion-focused therapy with a reappraisal strategy can modulate
negative emotional experiences and reduce the uncertainty construct. The study by Koerner et al. (2017) also showed
that emotion-focused therapy, through emotion regulation, can control intolerance of uncertainty, cognitive avoidance,
and positive worry beliefs that play a major role in anxiety disorders, especially generalized anxiety disorder.
Therefore, it is reasonable to say that emotion-focused therapy is more effective than mindfulness-based cognitive
therapy in reducing intolerance of uncertainty in patients with generalized anxiety disorder.
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