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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction
Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) represents a
complex interplay of cognitive, emotional, and
physiological disturbances, with DSM-5 (American
Psychiatric  Association, 2022) diagnostic criteria
highlighting persistent worry and associated symptoms
including attentional dysfunction and physical tension
(DeMartini et al.,, 2019). Contemporary research
emphasizes the cyclical relationship between attentional
biases toward threat detection (Amir et al., 2019) and
maladaptive behavioral patterns like procrastination,
which serves as an emotion regulation strategy through
task avoidance (Gautam et al., 2023). Neurocognitive
models suggest these symptoms stem from hyperactivity
in the amygdala-prefrontal circuitry coupled with deficits
in cognitive control networks (Goodwin et al., 2017).
Within this framework, self-compassion deficits (Haji
Azizi & Ho, 2017) and early maladaptive schemas
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(Young, 2013) emerge as key maintaining factors.
Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT), grounded in
evolutionary psychology (Gilbert, 2019), specifically
targets shame and self-criticism through neuro
physiologically -informed techniques that enhance
parasympathetic regulation (Germer & Barnhofer, 2017).
In contrast, schema therapy’s mode (S-TM) employs
cognitive, experiential, and behavioral strategies to
modify deeply entrenched maladaptive patterns (Rafaeli,
2020), with particular efficacy in addressing the
"Detached Protector” and "Punitive Parent” modes
common in GAD (Roediger et al., 2018). While both
approaches  show  promise, their differential
mechanisms—CFT's emphasis on affect regulation
through self-compassion versus ST-M's focus on schema
restructuring—suggest  potentially  distinct  clinical
applications.
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This study's comparative analysis of their effects on
attentional functioning and procrastination behaviors
aims to clarify optimal treatment matching for GAD's
heterogeneous presentation, potentially informing more
personalized intervention strategies. The findings may
particularly benefit treatment-resistant cases where
current first-line interventions show limited efficacy.

Method

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest-
posttest control group design with a 2-month follow-up
period to compare the efficacy of Compassion-Focused
Therapy (CFT) and Schema Therapy's Mode (ST-M) on
attention deficits and procrastination among university
students with Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD). The
statistical population comprised all undergraduate and
master's students at Islamic Azad University, Karaj
branch, during the 2024-2025 academic year (N=5,000).
The sampling process was conducted in a multi-stage
manner. Initially, convenience sampling was utilized,
and 357 students were estimated for preliminary
screening based on Cochran's formula (95% confidence
level, 5% margin of error). These participants completed
the Pennsylvania Worry Questionnaire (PSWQ).
Subsequently, purposive sampling was applied to invite
students who scored above the clinical cutoff (>48) on
the PSWQ. To confirm the diagnosis of GAD, these
eligible candidates underwent a structured clinical
interview conducted by a licensed clinical psychologist.
This interview was strictly based on the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition
(DSM-5) criteria, ensuring that all participants met the
full diagnostic threshold for GAD. Following this
rigorous diagnostic confirmation, the final sample size
(n=45) was determined based on Cohen's power analysis
for repeated-measures ANOVA (medium effect size
=0.25, a=0.05, power=0.80). Participants were then
randomly assigned to three matched groups (n=15 each):
CFT, ST-M, and a waitlist control group. Both
interventions consisted of eight 90-minute group sessions
delivered twice weekly. The CFT protocol, adapted from
Gilbert's model, focused on cultivating self-compassion
through mindfulness training, emotion regulation
techniques, and compassionate imagery exercises. The
ST-M protocol, based on Young's approach, targeted
maladaptive schema modes through cognitive
restructuring, limited reparenting strategies, and emotion
regulation training. Outcome measures included the
PSWQ (0=0.88) to assess the

worry  severity,
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computerized Stroop Test (test-retest reliability = 0.77—
0.90) for attentional performance, and the Tuckman

Procrastination ~ Scale (0=0.86) for behavioral
assessment.
Data were collected at baseline (pre-test),

immediately post-intervention, and at the 2-month
follow-up. Data analysis was performed using SPSS-26,
employing mixed-model ANOVA with repeated
measures to examine between-group differences while
controlling for baseline scores.

Results

The comprehensive analysis revealed several key
findings regarding treatment efficacy. Demographic
comparisons confirmed equivalent baseline
characteristics across groups for age (CFT: M=24.40,
SD=3.98; ST-M: M=24.73, SD=3.86; Control: M=23.53,
SD=3.31) and illness duration (all p>0.05), ensuring
valid between-group comparisons. The repeated
measures ANOVA yielded statistically significant time x
group interactions for both attention measures (1n?=0.18—
0.44, p<0.01) and procrastination scores (F (2,57) =5.84,
p=0.002, m*=0.22), indicating differential treatment
effects.

Attention Outcomes: CFT demonstrated superior
cognitive enhancement. Specifically, examining pre-post
reductions in congruent reaction times (derived from
descriptive data), CFT showed a greater reduction (CFT:
-245.10 ms vs. ST-M: -109.72 ms, p=0.035). This
represents a 123% larger decrease for the CFT group,
calculated as [(245.10 — 109.72) / 109.72] x 100.
Furthermore, for incongruent correct responses, CFT
yielded a substantially higher improvement (+4.67)
compared to ST-M (+2.10), indicating its stronger effect
on response accuracy. These robust effects are supported
by larger effect sizes for CFT in accuracy metrics (CFT
d=1.45 vs. ST-M d=0.93). The moderate-to-large effect
sizes (n?>=0.22-0.44) across measures indicate clinically
significant improvements beyond statistical significance.

As shown in Table 1, at the 2-month follow-up, both
interventions maintained their effects; however, ST-M
showed a significant increase in reaction times over time,
while CFT's incongruent RT remained stable.
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Table 1. Paired Comparisons of Attention Measures at Follow-up

Component Group Posttest M (SD) Follow-up M (SD) Difference p
Congruent RT CFT 124.93 (20.1) 132.73 (18.7) +7.80 0.014
ST-M 163.93 (22.3) 198.67 (25.6) +34.74 0.001
Incongruent RT CFT 148.60 (28.3) 139.27 (26.7) -9.33 0.053
ST-M 208.20 (31.6) 235.53 (34.2) +27.33 0.001
Procrastination Outcomes: As detailed in Table 2, attentional control systems through mindfulness

both interventions significantly reduced procrastination
from pre-test to post-test and sustained these gains at
follow-up. However, ST-M proved significantly more
effective. At the 2-month follow-up, ST-M produced a
larger reduction (15.14 points) compared to CFT (12.40
points, p=0.024), with ST-M also maintaining larger
effect sizes (d=1.52 vs. CFT d=1.18).

Table 2. Procrastination Score Changes Over Time

Group Comparison Mean Difference p
CFT Pre-Post -11.00 0.001
Pre-Follow-up -12.40 0.001
ST-M Pre-Post -13.67 0.001
Pre-Follow-up -15.14 0.001
Both interventions showed sustained effects at

follow-up (all p>0.05 for post-follow-up comparisons),
indicating that the therapeutic gains were durable. The
control group showed no significant changes across any
time point (all p>0.6). The differential pattern of results
highlights each treatment's distinct mechanism of action,
with CFT showing particular advantages in specific
cognitive performance metrics, while ST-M excelled in
behavioral regulation, providing empirical support for
tailored treatment selection based on specific symptom
profiles in GAD patients.

Discussion

This study provides compelling evidence for differential
treatment effects between CFT and ST-M in GAD
management. The superior attention improvements with
CFT likely reflect its direct activation of the brain's

KEYWORDS

practices, which enhance present-moment awareness and
reduce cognitive avoidance (Tirch, 2022). In contrast,
ST-M's stronger impact on procrastination stems from its

unique capacity to modify deeply entrenched
maladaptive coping styles through experiential
techniques and corrective emotional experiences

(Roediger et al., 2018).

These findings have important clinical implications:
CFT may be particularly valuable in early treatment
phases to address immediate cognitive impairments,
while ST-M offers greater potential for lasting
personality-level change. The results also highlight how
different therapeutic mechanisms - CFT's emphasis on
self-compassion versus schema therapy’s mode
restructuring - produce distinct but complementary
clinical outcomes. This suggests potential benefits from
developing integrated protocols that sequentially apply
both approaches. Future research should examine
optimal timing for implementing each therapy and
investigate whether pretreatment neural markers can
predict differential treatment response. The study also
raises important questions about how cultural factors
might influence treatment effectiveness, particularly for
CFT's compassion-based components.

These findings significantly advance our ability to
personalize interventions for GAD's heterogeneous
symptom presentation while underscoring the need for
more nuanced understanding of therapeutic change
processes in anxiety disorders. Clinicians should
consider these differential effects when designing
treatment plans and setting realistic outcome
expectations with patients.

compassion-focused therapy, schema therapy’s mode, attention, procrastination, generalized anxiety disorder
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