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Keywords: Background: Improving the psychotherapies for generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) is dependent
Emotion Focused on a deeper understanding of the relations between symptoms and associated factors. According to
Therapy, the novelty of the emotion focused therapy (EFT) concept, background of literatures indicative the
Worry, importance role of emotions and the efficacy of therapy in psychological disorders. But does EFT
Self-criticism, help effective reducing worry and self-criticism in individuals with GAD?

Generalized anxiety Aims: The aim of this study was performed to the efficacy of EFT on worry and self-criticism in
disorder individuals with GAD.

Methods: The present study was single case experimental design of non-concurrent multiple
baseline. The statistical population of the study included individuals referred to one of the psychology
clinics in tehran in 2020. 4 participant were selected by convenience sampling and during 16-20
sessions of EFT (Timulak & McElvany, 2018), were answered to worry pennsylvania questionnaire
(Meyer, Miller, Metzger & Borkovec, 1990) and self-criticism (Gilbert, Clarke, Hempel, Miles &
Irons, 2004). Data analysis was performed by visual inspection, percentage of non-overlapping data,
reliable change index and clinically meaningful.

Results: EFT reduced the variable of worry (%61/08 improvement percentage) and its effect was
maintained until the end of the two-month follow-up period (%57/91 improvement percentage). As
well as, therapy caused reduce the variable of self-criticism (%83/19 improvement percentage) and
the effect of which was maintained until the end of the follow-up period (%79/72 improvement
percentage). Their change in reliable index these variables also indicated that these changes were
significant (P<0/05).

Conclusion: According to results in present study about the efficacy of EFT on reduce worry and
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Introduction

Generalized Anxiety is a prevalent and permanent
disorder, categorized as an anxiety disorder (Tyrer
and Baldwin, 2006). Worry is one of the main and
determining characteristics of this disorder, defined
as an effort to solve a mental issue with undefined
implications and a chain of relatively uncontrollable
images and thoughts with negative effects (Mennin,
Heimberg, and Turk, 2004). Despite the existence of
worry among the clinical and non-clinical population,
the patients are chronic - and excessively - worried.
Such being a case brings about disturbance and
significant disruption in their performance (Hazlett-
Stevens, Pruitt, and Collins, 2009). Besides, the
clinical observations of Timulak and Mcelvaney
(2017) indicate the association of worry in an internal
monologue with self-criticism. Due to the
characteristics of self-criticism, e.g., lower self-
worth, atychiphobia (fear of failure), guilt, and severe
shame, and worrying about social status, patients are
subject to negative mental and social damages
(Wenzel, 2017).

Despite the background of abundant studies and
psychological perception of the generalized anxiety
disorder process, a little success in therapy and the
symptoms’ mitigation has been reported (Hanrahan,
Field, Jones, and Davey, 2013). Also, an improper
function in emotion regulation has been introduced as
an important factor in most disorders (Gross, 2014,
Cisler and Koster, 2010).

Emotion-focused therapy (EFT) is an experimental
and structured therapy with a reinterpretation of
originality of emotion theory, attachment theory, and
dialectic structure, created in response to an excessive
emphasis of western psychotherapy on cognition and
behavior. It considers emotion as an adaptive and
constructor in order to process information, and
emotion replacement is a factor for intervention and
symptoms change (Greenberg, 2017; Watson and
Greenberg, 2017; Timulak and Mcelvaney, 2017).
This approach considers worry as a self-protective
strategy against painful and chronic emotions, e.g.,
sadness, shame, and fear; due to anxiety and worry,
an individual brings about the continuance of the
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disorder's symptoms (Timulak and Mcelvaney, 2018;
Watson and Greenberg, 2017). Besides, self-criticism
conveys judgment, criticism, and worry towards an
individual, preventing healthy needs and experiences.
This process leads to further employment of worry
and making an effort to protect itself against painful
emotions and potentially damaging situations
(Toolan, Devereux, Timulak, and Keogh, 2019).
Given the novelty of the EFT concept in
psychological disorders, the studies of the following
researchers indicate the efficacy of emotion role in
such disorders: the investigation of Toolan et al.
(2017) on the relationship of the symptoms of
generalized anxiety disorder, research on
investigating the emotional processing of social
anxiety disorder by Haberman et al. (2017), a study
by Timulak and Mcelvaney (2016) on general
function and the symptoms of generalized anxiety
disorder and comorbid depression, a study by O'Brien
et al. (2017) on the emotional processing of
generalized anxiety disorder; also, a related
investigation was conducted by Naserinia and Borjali
(2020) on the symptoms of obsession and anxiety
among Coronavirus infected patients, and a study by
Shameli, Mehrabizadeh Honarmand Naa'mi, and
Davodi (2018) on emotion regulation and obsessive
symptoms types.

EFT considers emotional regulation and changes as
the foundation of therapy in the realm of
psychological issues. As we get closer to the concept
of processing and emotion regulation, we can obtain
a profound perception of the symptoms’ relationship
and the related factors to the disorder. In this case, we
can make progress by replacing maladaptive emotion
with  primary adaptive emotion. Therefore,
concerning the mentioned points, the significance of
symptoms identification, and the related factors to the
disorder and the study gap, the current investigation
aims to answer this question: Does EFT lead to worry
and self-criticism mitigation in patients with a
generalized anxiety disorder?

Method

This study is a single-subject experiment with non-
concurrent multiple baselines (Rizvi and Nock,
2008). The statistical population included all
individuals referred to the consultation and
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psychotherapy center of Binesh-e-Novin, located in
Tehran, in late December 2020 and early January of
2021. Those individuals received the generalized
anxiety disorder diagnosis by a psychologist by a
structured clinical interview based on the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5)
(Mohammadkhani, Forouzan, Hooshyari, Abasi,
2020). The criteria of the entrance to the study
included the following: initial diagnosis of
generalized anxiety disorder, informed consent to
participate in sessions, the lowest educational level of
middle school, the age range between 18 to 50,
physical health, and the lack of any disease-
preventing from continued participation in the
sessions or filling the questionnaire (the participants
should be stabilized on their medications six months
before the therapy). Besides, the exit criteria included
simultaneous psychological therapy, mood disorder
or major depression, personality disorder, substance
abuse, severe physical problems, and inability to
perceive the study instructions. After examining the
mentioned points, four participants were selected
using convenience sampling, becoming under the
EFT. This study has been approved with the
identification code of IR.SUMS.REC.1399.1255,
moral enactment in Shiraz University of Medical
Sciences. Using the Penn State Worry Questionnaire
(PSWQ) (Meyer, Miller, Metzger, Borkovec, 1990),
the worry assessment was performed with indigenous
validation of Dehshiri, Golzari, Borjali, and Sohrabi
(2009). The self-criticism assessment was done by the
self-criticism questionnaire done by Gilbert, Clarke,
Hempel, Miles, Irons (2004) with the indigenous
validation of Saadati Shamir, Mazboohi, and Marzi
(2017). In order to control probable unwanted and
interferer variables based on the non-concurrent
multiple baselines, the participants simultaneously
entered the baseline level, randomly started the
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therapy one by one with one session distance. The
therapy sessions were extracted based on Timulak
and Mcelvaney Guide (2018), and the therapy step
was performed in the form of a 7-steps sequence with
higher overlap and back and forth rotation concerning
the mentioned issues in 16-20 individual sessions for
45-60 minutes. The participants responded to the
worry and self-criticism questionnaires distributed by
therapists in non-concurrent multiple baseline levels,
sessions 4, 8, 12, and 16, and a follow-up period of 2
months. After data collection, the visual inspection
(Bulte and Onghena, 2009), the effect size calculation
with the percentage of non-overlapping data (PND)
(Parker, Hagan-Burke, and Vannest, 2007), clinically
meaningfulness calculation with reliable change
index (Jacobson and Truax, 1991), and recovery
percentage (Poppen, 1989) were used for analysis.

Results

The participants' demographic characteristics can be
observed in Table 1, and worry and self-criticism
scores in baseline, therapy, and follow-up levels are
in Table 2. According to Table 2, the recovery
percentage of all participants in baseline, therapy, and
follow-up levels are higher than Z=1.96 at the
meaningful level of (p<0.05), indicating the therapy
efficacy in worry and self-criticism variables. In
addition, the total recovery percentage formula
interpretation demonstrated the success degree of
Blanchard's treatment (more than 50%) of worry and
self-criticism  variable (Poppen, 1989). The
interpretation of overlapping data scores of (Parker,
Hagan-Burke, Vannest, 2007) showed the therapy
efficacy in worry and self-criticism variables. In the
following, Graphs 1 and 2 demonstrate the visual
analysis of worry and self-criticism score trend
among participants.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the participants

Participant Gender Age  Marital status Employment status Education
Participant1 ~ Female 29 Married Accountant Master of science
Participant2 ~ Female 27 Married Housewife Bachelor
Participant3  Female 30 Married Housewife Bachelor
Participant4  Female 26 Married Student and housewife ~ Master of science
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Graph 1. The process of participants scores change in worry
variable in baseline, treatment and follow up levels

Graph 2. The process of participants scores change in self-
criticism variable in baseline, treatment and follow up levels

Conclusion

The current study indicates the efficacy of emotion-
focused therapy (EFT) on worry and self-criticism
mitigation among participants in the therapy and
follow-up levels, consistent with the findings of
Toolan et al. (2019), Haberman et al. (2017), Timulak
and Mcelvaney (2016), O'Brien et al. (2017)
Naserinia and Borjali (2020) and Shamli et al. (2017).
Concerning the findings and the six criteria of
Enneagram et al. (2000), it is worth mentioning that
by activating the emotion, there is an opportunity to
access individuals' needs, desires, goals, and
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tendencies, and the researchers can change the
problematic emotional interactions by restoring
unwanted experiences (Gilbert, 2017). Starting the
therapy is concentration on experience deepening and
entrance to emotional awareness layers (Watson and
Gilberg, 2017). In addition, to express worry, the
clients should facilitate adaptive feelings by
experimental participation in two-chair dialogues
(Murphy et al., 2017; Timulak et al., 2017). Besides,
concerning the continuous function of self-criticism
in the form of internal and external standards (Gilbert
and Irones, 2004), leading the non-adaptive emotions
to initial adaptive emotions, e.g., self-compassion,
has an important role in making progress in therapy.
Furthermore, concerning the fact that self-criticism
creates a deeper level of distress compared to worry,
it is stated that we can improve the clients by
empathetic dialogue and prioritizing the issues
leading to self-criticism (Murphy et al., 2019).
Among the constraints of this study is being self-
report and performing more than multiple times of
study instruments for each participant, leading to their
reluctance to respond. Besides, concerning the nature
of the single-subject experiment and participants'
gender, in generalizing the study's findings, a number
of considerations should be taken into account. Also,
concerning the time constraint in execution and the
lack of long-term follow-up, there is a need for a
broad study to reach certainty. However, the single-
subject experiment is an innovative method for
therapy efficacy, suggested for external validity
investigating the treatment in the form of group
designs and two types. The follow-up studies should
be followed in the long run, e.g., for 6 to 12 months,
or the efficacy of this treatment is examined,
compared to others.

Table 2. levels of the efficacy of emotion focused therapy on worry and self-criticism in individuals with generalized anxiety disorder

Participant 1

Participant 2

Participant 3 Participant 4

Participant worry  self criticism  worry  self criticism  worry  self criticism  worry  self criticism
Baseline 1 79 50 79 51 78 50 80 51
Baseline 2 80 49 80 52 79 50 80 51
Baseline 3 -- -- -- -- 80 51 79 51
Baseline 4 -- -- -- -- -- -- 80 51
Mean levels 79/5 49/5 79/5 51/5 79 50/33 79/75 51
Treatment

Session 4 76 43 63 43 71 44 73 43
Session 8 61 24 52 26 63 36 64 31
Session 12 50 13 39 18 44 25 44 19
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Participant 1

Participant 2

Participant 3 Participant 4

Participant worry  self criticism  worry  self criticism  worry  self criticism  worry  self criticism
Session 16 34 6 9 27 8 31 11
Mean levels 55/25 21/5 46/25 24 51/25 28/25 53 26
Change index reliable 9/53 12/65 10/16 10/63 10/80 10/63 10/38 10/12
PND after treatment 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
Clinically meaningful after treatment  56/96 88 60/75 82/35 65/38 84 61/25 78/43
Worry Percentage of overall Q
recovery after treatment 5T
Self-criticism Percentage of overall Q
recovery after treatment gl
Follow up
2 Month follow up 36 7 12 31 11 33 11
Change index Reliable 9/11 10/88 9/74 9/98 9/95 9/87 9/95 10/12
PND after follow up 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
Clinically meaningful after followup ~ 54/43 86 58/22 76/47 60/25 78 58/75 78/43
Worry Percentage of overall % 57/91
recovery after follow up
Self-criticism Percentage of overall % 79/72

recovery after follow up
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I, Visual Inspection
2, percentage of non-overlapping data (PND)
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