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Introduction

Social anxiety disorder (SAD), one of the most
common, chronic, and debilitating anxiety disorders,
is characterized by significant and persistent fear or
anxiety about one or more social situations where
there is a possibility of being scrutinized by others
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The 12-
month prevalence of this disorder is estimated to
range between 0.5% and 2% (Finlay-Joner, 2017).
One of the primary symptoms of individuals with
SAD is the fear of negative evaluation in social and
performance situations. These individuals often focus
on negative thoughts, self-imagery from an
observer’s perspective, and unpleasant physical
sensations such as sweating and heart palpitations.
Consequently, they selectively attend to and react to
threatening information (Meral & Verheindes, 2022).
Research has shown that individuals with SAD score
higher on self-focused attention compared to others
(Leigh et al., 2021). When faced with socially
threatening situations, their self-attention and access
to negative thoughts and feelings increase, interfering
with their performance and leading to higher levels of
self-focused attention (Kampmann et al., 2019).
Given the chronic nature and recurrent symptoms of
SAD, various interventions have been employed for
its treatment. However, evidence indicates that these
therapeutic approaches have limited efficacy in fully
addressing social anxiety, as a significant portion of
patients continue to exhibit symptoms post-treatment,
with many experiencing persistent symptoms during
follow-ups (Amanda et al., 2016). This highlights the
need for more effective and comprehensive
treatments that address multiple aspects of SAD. One
such intervention is schema therapy, introduced by
Young et al. (2003) as an approach to address the
theoretical gaps in cognitive-behavioral therapy
(CBT). Schema therapy targets the deepest levels of
cognition by focusing on early maladaptive schemas.
It employs cognitive, experiential, behavioral, and
interpersonal strategies to help patients overcome
these schemas. The primary goal of this
psychotherapeutic model is to enhance psychological
awareness and foster conscious control over schemas,
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while its ultimate objective is to improve schemas and
coping styles.

Considering that SAD is a prevalent disorder
associated with various problems and comorbidities,
including negative academic, social, economic, and
occupational outcomes, research has shown that only
one-third of individuals with SAD receive treatment
during their illness. Given the role of cognitive factors
in the onset, exacerbation, and recurrence of SAD
symptoms—such as self-focused attention and its
wide-ranging impact on individuals’ lives—and the
proven effectiveness of schema therapy in treating
various disorders, the present study aims to
investigate whether schema therapy is effective in

reducing self-focused attention and clinical
symptoms of 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 Attention Questionnaire (Woody,
Chambless, & Glass, 1997) and Social Phobia
Inventory (Connor et al, 2000). The experimental
group received schema therapy (Young, 2008)
sessions for eight 90-minutes sessions, while the
control group did not receive any intervention.
Participants were evaluated at three stages: pretest,
posttest, and a 45-day follow-up. Data were analyzed
using SPSS-24 software and repeated measures
multivariate analysis of variance (ANOVA).
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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
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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 self-focused attention and
symptoms of social anxiety disorder were similar
between the control and experimental groups. The
experimental group showed a greater decrease 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 self-focused attention and symptoms
of social anxiety disorder

variables Source df MS F Sig Eta
self-focused attention Time 78.36 1 78.36 105.26  0.001  0.767
Group 14832 1  148.32 38.96 0.001  0.549
Time*Group 1 41.3 55.48 0.001 0.634
symptoms of social anxiety Time 503.3 1 503.3 63.55 0.001 0.665
disorder Group 588.48 1 588.48 28.82 0.001 0474
Time*Group 187.7 1 187.7 23.71 0.001 0.426

The results in Table 1 indicate that there is a
significant difference in -focused attention and
symptoms of social anxiety disorder between pre-test,
post-test, and follow-up periods in schema therapy
(p< 0.01). The results show that 76% and 66% of the
within-group changes in self-focused attention and
symptoms of social anxiety disorder 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 63% and 42% 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 self-focused attention and
symptoms of social anxiety disorder, there is a
significant difference between the control group and
the schema therapy group. The eta squared values for
self-focused attention and symptoms of social anxiety
disorder are 54% and 47%, 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 schema therapy group and the control group in self-focused attention and
symptoms of social anxiety disorder

Variable Stages

Mean difference  Standard deviation Sig

Pre-test/Post-test
self-focused attention

. . Pre-test/Post-test
symptoms of social anxiety

disorder

Post-test/follow-up
Pre-test/ follow-up

Post-test/follow-up
Pre-test/ follow-up

-4.12 2.36 0.001
-0.41 2.35 0.34
-3.71 2.12 0.001
-9.53 1.3 0.001
-0.77 1.35 0.12
-8.76 1.75 0.001

The results of Table 2 showed that there was a
significant difference (p< 0.01) in the variables of

self-focused attention and symptoms of social anxiety
disorder in the post-test and follow-up stages between
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the schema therapy group and the control group. This
indicates the effectiveness of schema therapy in
decreasing self-focused attention and symptoms of
social anxiety disorder. Furthermore, the presence of
a significant difference in the follow-up period
suggests that schema therapy led to decrease focused
attention and symptoms of social anxiety disorder in
the treatment group, and these effects were
maintained over time.

Conclusion

he aim of the current study was to investigate the
effectiveness of schema therapy on self-focused
attention and symptoms of social anxiety disorder.
The results indicated that schema therapy was
effective in reducing self-focused attention and
symptoms of social anxiety disorder (p< 0.01).
Schema therapy helps individuals with SAD by
identifying their intermediate beliefs and enabling
them to understand the origins of these beliefs and the
underlying causes of their problems. By reviewing
their functioning and recognizing core beliefs,
individuals can become aware of how dysfunctional
interpersonal relationships and negative thoughts
reinforce these beliefs. Through schema therapy, they
can modify and restructure their core beliefs, thereby
reducing self-focused attention (Dodd et al., 2017). In
schema therapy, dysfunctional automatic thoughts are
identified, and individuals become aware of their role
in perpetuating maladaptive patterns. By replacing
these thoughts with more functional ones, self-
focused attention and rumination can be reduced.
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