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Background: It seems that considering the role of emotions in distress tolerance and cognitive
flexibility as two important dimensions of social anxiety disorder, which is one of the most
debilitating anxiety disorders, using treatments that target emotions can be helpful.

Aims: The aim of the present study was to investigate the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy
on cognitive flexibility and distress tolerance married women with social anxiety disorder.
Methods: The research method was a semi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a 45-day
follow-up strage by control group. The study population included all married women with social
anxiety disorder referred to psychological counseling centers in the 18th district of Tehran in 2023
which among those 34 cases were selected through available sampling and according to the inclusion
criteria and they were randomly divided into experimental and control groups. The Experimental
group received emotion-focused therapy (Johnsano, 2008) sessions for nine 90-minutes sessions. All
participants were assessed by the questionnaires of cognitive flexibility Inventory (Dennis & Vander
Wal, 2010) and distress tolerance (Simons & Gaher, 2005). Data were analyzed by SPSS-24 software
and MANOVA with repeated measure test.

Results: The results indicated the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy on improving cognitive
flexibility and distress tolerance (p< 0.01) and maintaining its effectiveness in the follow-up stage
(p< 0.01).

Conclusion: Considering to the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy it is suggested to focus on
this therapy as one of the auxiliary, supportive and rehabilitation therapy along with drug treatment
in reducing the consequences of difficulties in distress tolerance and cognitive flexibility.
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Introduction

Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD) is considered one of
the most common anxiety disorders, accompanied by
extensive and chronic consequences that result in
significant impairments in affected individuals
(Swee, Hudson, and Heimberg, 2021). It involves an
intense and persistent fear of negative evaluation in
social and performance situations, leading to
excessive avoidance of such situations or enduring
them with great anxiety. This causes disruptions in
occupational,  academic, and interpersonal
functioning (Rosen and Aderka, 2023). The
significant prevalence of Social Anxiety Disorder
(SAD) and its extensive and chronic consequences
have prompted researchers and theorists to focus on
factors related to the development, persistence, and
exacerbation of this disorder. Cognitive flexibility is
one of the critical factors associated with anxiety and
is considered a potential mechanism linked to anxiety
disorders (Wariner-Gallier, 2019). Research by Yu,
Yu, and Lin (2020) has shown that higher cognitive
flexibility is associated with lower anxiety
experiences, and possessing this capability reduces
negative emotions. However, individuals with SAD
often suffer from poor cognitive flexibility or even
cognitive rigidity, making them unaware of options
when faced with unpredictable situations and leading
to a lack of willingness and inability to adapt and
adjust to such challenges (Demirataz, 2020).
Considering that one of the main symptoms of
individuals with SAD is the fear of negative
evaluation in social and performance situations,
various studies (Katz, Rector, and Laposa, 2017
Glassman et al., 2016) have shown that social anxiety
is essentially a form of situational distress. One of the
factors that can affect or be affected by processes
related to self-regulation, such as attention, cognitive
evaluations of emotional or physical distressing
situations, is distress tolerance. Gallego, McHugh,
Wilt, and Lapalainen (2020) stated that an
individual's capacity to tolerate such psychological
distress can enhance or diminish their coping
abilities. Reduced distress tolerance in such
individuals is associated with maladaptive responses

98

Vol. 23, No. 143, 2024

to anxiety, tension, and physiological arousal
stemming from seeking ways to avoid or escape
negative emotions. This leads to the perception that
they lack adequate behavioral and emotional
resources to cope with the negative consequences of
being in such situations. As a result, by deeming
emotional distress in social situations as
unacceptable, they are driven towards unhealthy and
maladaptive strategies (Velitzy-Taylor et al., 2015).
Due to the chronic nature and recurrence of SAD
symptoms, individuals with SAD often report
numerous experiences of continuous humiliation and
rejection by others in their history. These factors
highlight the necessity for comprehensive and deep
therapeutic interventions for these individuals.
Various interventions have been employed for
treating SAD, including cognitive-behavioral
interventions (Nauphal et al, 2021; Niles et al, 2021),
psychodynamics (Bogels et al, 2014), commitment
and acceptance therapy (Tavoli, 2013), compassion
therapy (Azadeh et al, 2016) etc. Research indicates
that emotional factors play a significant role in the
development and persistence of Social Anxiety
Disorder (SAD) (Fellows, Roth, Nikolic, and Kurt,
2024). Consequently, one of the intervention
approaches proposed for SAD is Emotion-Focused
Therapy (EFT). EFT is an integrative therapeutic
model that combines client-centered therapy, Gestalt
therapy, and cognitive principles. It considers
emotion as the foundation of experience related to
adaptive and maladaptive functions (Barbosa et al.,
2018). Therefore, EFT can be effective in treating
emotion-related issues such as SAD, distress
tolerance, and more.

Given that Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD) is one of
the common disorders in society associated with a
wide range of problems and disorders, research has
shown that this disorder is accompanied by poor
performance, academic decline, dissatisfaction with
social relationships, and low occupational and
economic levels. Additionally, it has been shown that
only one-third of SAD sufferers receive treatment
during their illness, while the disorder follows a
chronic and continuous course without intervention.
Considering the role of emotional aspects in the
creation, exacerbation, and recurrence of SAD
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symptoms and consequently various problems such
as cognitive inflexibility and low distress tolerance,
and the scope of their impact on all aspects of
individuals' lives, and the effectiveness of Emotion-
Focused Therapy (EFT) in treating various disorders,
this research aims to answer whether EFT is effective
on cognitive flexibility and distress tolerance in
married women with SAD.

Method

This research was a quasi-experimental study with a
pretest-posttest design and a 45-day follow-up with a
control group. The statistical population included all
married women with social anxiety disorder (SAD)
who referred to psychological counseling centers in
District 18 of Tehran in 2023. Thirty-four women
were selected based on inclusion criteria and
randomly assigned to experimental and control
groups. Inclusion criteria were having a
psychological or psychiatric file with a diagnosis of
SAD, scoring above 40 on the social anxiety
inventory, informed consent to participate, being
married, not taking medication, no history of physical
illness, and not receiving concurrent treatments.
Exclusion criteria included withdrawal from the study
and missing more than two sessions. The research
tools were cognitive flexibility questionnaires
(Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010) and distress tolerance
questionnaires (Simons & Gaher, 2005). The
experimental group received nine sessions of
emotion-focused therapy, while the control group did
not receive any intervention. Participants were
evaluated at three stages: pretest, posttest, and a 45-
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day follow-up. Data were analyzed using SPSS-24
software and repeated measures multivariate analysis
of variance (ANOVA).

Results

The demographic characteristics of the participants in
terms of Employment status, education level, and age
were as follows: In the control group, 8 individuals
(47.05%) were housewives, and 9 individuals
(52.95%) were employed women. In the experimental
group, 10 individuals (58.82%) were housewives, and
7 individuals (41.18%) were employed women.
Regarding education level, in the control group, 1
individual (5.88%) with a high school diploma, 13
individuals (76.48%) with a bachelor's degree, and 3
individuals (17.64%) with a master's degree. In
contrast, in the experimental group, 1 individuals
(5.88%) had a high school diploma, and 12
individuals (70.59%) with a bachelor's degree, and 4
individuals (23.53%) with a master's degree. In terms
of age, the average age of the control group was 39.6
years and the average age of the experimental group
was 38.7 years.

The pretest scores for cognitive flexibility and
distress tolerance 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 ANOVA, including normality,
linearity, outlier analysis, homogeneity of variances,
and equality of covariance matrices, were confirmed.

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 128.88 1 128.88 72.2 0.001 0.693
cognitive Within Group Time*Group 487.11 1 487.11 160.69 0.001 0.834

flexibility Error 97 32 3.03 - - -
Between Group Group 918 1 918 12 0.002 0.273

Error 2447.37 32 76.48 - - -
Time 705.3 1 705.3 317.88 0.001 0.909
Within Group Time*Group 667.19 1 667.19 300.7 0.001 0.904

distress tolerance Error 71 32 2.21 - - -
Between Group Group 1898.03 1 1898.03 111.24 0.001 0.777

Error 545.96 32 17.06 - - -

The results in Table 1 indicate that there is a
significant difference in cognitive flexibility and

distress tolerance between pre-test, post-test, and
follow-up periods in emotion-focused therapy
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(p<0.01). The results show that 69% and 90% of the
within-group changes in cognitive flexibility and
distress tolerance 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 83% and 90% 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
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the dependent variables' scores between the
experimental and control groups (p<0.01). For each
of the variables of cognitive flexibility and distress
tolerance, there is a significant difference between the
control group and the emotion-focused therapy group.
The eta squared values for cognitive flexibility and
distress tolerance are 27% and 77%, respectively.
Bonferroni post hoc test was used to examine the
differences between research groups, and the results
are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Results of Bonferroni's post hoc test between the emotion-focused therapy group and the control group in cognitive flexibility and
distress tolerance

Variable Stages Mean difference  Standard deviation Sig
.. - Post-test 10.8 0.67 0.001
SO UBTING  aypem 1063 0.85 0.001
. Post-test -14.39 0.64 0.001
USTESIBEMEE  —poeam -12.19 0.59 0.001

The results of Table 2 showed that there was a
significant difference (p< 0.01) in the variables of
cognitive flexibility and distress tolerance in the post-
test and follow-up stages between the emotion-
focused therapy group and the control group. This
indicates the effectiveness of emotion-focused
therapy in improving cognitive flexibility and distress
tolerance. Furthermore, the presence of a significant
difference in the follow-up period suggests that
emotion-focused therapy led to improved cognitive
flexibility and distress tolerance in the treatment
group, and these effects were maintained over time.

Conclusion

The aim of the current study was to investigate the
effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy on
cognitive flexibility and distress tolerance married
women with social anxiety disorder. The results
indicated that emotion-focused therapy was effective
in improving cognitive flexibility and distress
tolerance (p<0.01).

This therapy enables individuals to become aware of
the presence of negative emotions and their adverse
effects on themselves. By re-evaluating their
emotions in various situations, they strive to maintain
their emotional well-being, thereby reducing
psychological issues and, specifically, their own
maladjustments (Hibbs et al., 2021). Cognitive
strategies primarily emphasize thought processes
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related to behavior that are linked to emotional and
behavioral problems. By helping individuals to
change their thoughts about personal experiences and
encouraging changes in their behavior, this approach
leads to a change in the feelings they have about
themselves. Furthermore, the impact of group
sessions provides the opportunity to receive feedback
from other group members, fostering empathy and
observing how others cope with stressors. The
fundamental assumption of emotion-focused therapy
is that emotions inherently lead to adaptation and
adjustment, providing essential information. They are
also organized through learning within emotional
schemas, cognitive networks, bodily sensations, and
actions driven by internal and external impulses.

The primary objective of emotion-focused therapy is
to enhance awareness of emotions and facilitate
genuine emotional experiences, thereby modifying
maladaptive emotional schemas and enabling
individuals to experience adaptive emotions through
emotion regulation. Techniques employed in this
therapeutic approach, such as education about
positive and negative emotions, cognitive reappraisal,
and fostering unconditional acceptance of emotions,
aim to assist clients in reprocessing their emotions
through regulation rather than suppression. In this
context, deep experiencing and acceptance lead to a
form of self-awareness. Overall, it can be stated that
all these factors, operating in a proper cycle, create
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the foundation for improving cognitive flexibility.
This intervention, based on the emotion-focused
approach, primarily concentrates on establishing
communications and emotions within interpersonal
relationships, which in this study pertained to the
relationship between women and their spouses.
According to this approach, if individuals are unable
to share their attachment needs in terms of
satisfaction and security with each other, relational
problems emerge and intensify. The approach
emphasizes adaptive communication methods
through mutual care, support, and attention to both
one's own needs and those of the partner (Wittenborn
et al.,, 2019). By utilizing techniques such as
examining interpersonal relationships, focusing on
emotions, and tracking identified emotions, this
approach can positively impact relational issues,
consequently increasing distress tolerance and
reducing  emotional  regulation  difficulties.
Furthermore, as emotions play a crucial role in an
individual's life, teaching these methods for emotion
regulation as a therapeutic approach in modulating
emotions is associated with acceptance and positive
social interactions. This facilitates effective coping
with stressful situations and increases responsiveness
to social contexts. Therefore, training in the emotion-
focused approach can play a significant role in
increasing adaptive emotion regulation and
preventing or reducing maladaptive emotional
reactions by making individuals aware of positive and
negative emotions, accepting them, and expressing
them appropriately, thus paving the way for improved
distress tolerance.
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