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Background: Previous research has shown that emotion-focused therapy is effective in reducing the
symptoms of social anxiety disorder and improving the social efficiency of people suffering from it.
On the other hand, the review of studies shows that many treatment approaches will be more effective
if they are used in the form of group psychotherapy. But so far, the protocol of this type of treatment
has not been developed in such a way that its intervention techniques are suitable and compatible for
implementation in the group.

Aims: The present study was conducted with the aim of developing a group therapy protocol focused
on emotion and trial on the symptoms of social anxiety disorder.

Methods: The design of the current research was a type of exploratory combined research that has a
qualitative and quantitative nature. The first stage of the research was conducted with a qualitative
approach and thematic analysis method. In order to identify themes and draw a network of themes,
first 121 related sources were identified and among them, 11 Persian sources published between 1392
and 1401 and 23 English sources published between 2000-2022 were selected. In the quantitative
part, the research method was a quasi-experimental design of pre-test-post-test type with a control
group and a one-month follow-up. The statistical population of the research included all the clients
who referred to the Sense of Presence clinic in Tehran in the second half of 2022. 20 people with
social anxiety disorder were selected from among the clients using the available method and were
randomly divided into two experimental and control groups. The members of the experimental group
were exposed to 16 sessions of emotion-focused group therapy protocol (designed by the
researchers). The instrument used in the quantitative part was the social anxiety scale (Connor et al.,
2000). For data analysis, thematic analysis method was used in the qualitative part and Variance
analysis with repeated measurements was used in the quantitative part.

Results: The findings of the present study in the qualitative part led to the identification of two
overarching themes, including emotion-focused therapy and social anxiety, and finally, a 16-session
protocol of emotion-focused therapy group. The results in the quantitative part also showed that the
effectiveness of the group therapy focused on emotion was significant in reducing all the symptoms
of social anxiety disorder, fear, avoidance, Physiological symptoms and the total score of social
anxiety (P<0.05).

Conclusion: According to the obtained results, it seems that therapists can use the (researcher-made)
emotion-focused group therapy package to treat people with social anxiety disorder.
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Introduction

According to the fifth edition of the Statistical
Diagnostic Manual of Mental Disorders, the 12-
month prevalence rate of social anxiety disorder is
about 7% (American Psychiatric Association, 2022).
This disorder has a high comorbidity with other
anxiety disorders, mood disorders, and substance-
related disorders (Koyuncu et al., 2019). The
symptoms of social anxiety disorder have a negative
effect on the social and interpersonal functioning of
people and cause the person to withdraw from social
interactions (Zvolensky et al., 2021). Although some
theories and researches in the field of this disorder
state that people who do not improve by receiving
cognitive-behavioral therapy, their problem is more
emotional than cognitive and they face problems in
regulating and interpreting their emotions.
(Faghanpour ganji et al., 2023). Therefore, for such
people, the use of treatment methods focused on
emotion will be more effective in improving
symptoms (Razaghi et al., 2023).

Emotion-Focused therapy is one of the emotion-
focused therapies. This treatment is effective when
the basis of the problem is the disorder or the person's
relationship with others (Elliott & Macdonald, 2021).
It should be kept in mind that a person suffering from
social anxiety disorder is faced with the dysregulation
of wvarious emotions, including anxiety, this
dysregulation leads to withdrawal behaviors from
others and social activities (Adler et al., 2018). For
this reason, it seems that emotion-focused therapy by
improving awareness and insight into emotions and
helping to regulate them and eliminating the vicious
cycle of emotional dysregulation, negative self-
evaluation, negative feedback from others and
confirming the feeling of helplessness, It helps to treat
the symptoms of this disorder (Heberman et al.,
2019). On the other hand, many treatment approaches
will be more effective if used in the form of group
psychotherapy. Group therapy provides opportunities
for clients that are not available in individual therapy
(Bieling et al., 2020). For example, comparing the
effectiveness of individual and group cognitive-
behavioral therapy showed that group cognitive-
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behavioral therapy has a higher efficiency in
improving the symptoms of social anxiety and fear
(Rezaei-Dogaheh et al., 2012). So far, the protocol of
the emotion-focused therapy has not been developed
in such a way that its intervention techniques are
suitable and compatible for implementation in the
group.

According to what has been reviewed, the present
study seeks to formulate and validate the group
therapy protocol focused on emotion and to answer
the question whether this protocol is effective in
improving the symptoms of social anxiety disorder?

Method

The design of the current research was a type of
exploratory combined research that has a qualitative
and quantitative nature. The first stage of the research
was conducted with a qualitative approach and
thematic analysis method. In order to identify themes
and draw a network of themes, first 121 related
sources were identified and among them, 11 Persian
sources published between 1392 and 1401 and 23
English sources published between 2000-2022 were
selected. In the quantitative part, the research method
was a quasi-experimental design of pre-test-post-test
type with a control group and a one-month follow-up.
The statistical population of the research included all
the clients who referred to the Sense of Presence
clinic in Tehran in the second half of 2022. 20 people
with social anxiety disorder were selected from
among the clients using the available method and
were randomly divided into two experimental and
control groups. The members of the experimental
group were exposed to 16 sessions of emotion-
focused group therapy protocol (designed by the
researchers). The instrument used in the quantitative
part was the social anxiety scale (Connor et al., 2000).
For data analysis, thematic analysis method was used
in the qualitative part and Variance analysis with
repeated measurements was used in the guantitative
part. Entry criteria include scoring higher than the
cutoff (score 40) on the social anxiety scale,
willingness to participate and continue attending the
meetings, being in the age range of 18 to 45 years, and
not participating in other psychological treatments at
the same time. Exclusion criteria include the use of
drugs that reduce alertness, suffering from acute
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psychiatric problems at the same time (diagnosed by
a psychiatrist or clinical psychologist), not
participating in more than two sessions, and drug and
alcohol addiction (based on self-reported by the
participants).

Results

In order to check the validity of the themes in the first
stage, the researcher extracted and analyzed the
sources from the studied sources. The reliability
coefficient has been calculated using the Holsti's
method. The Holsti's coefficient of reliability = 0.89
shows that the results of the aforementioned analysis
are highly reliable. Also, the two-string correlation
coefficient for the content of the assignments, the title

Vol. 23, No. 133, 2024

of the sessions and the number of sessions was 0.92,
and because it is greater than the value (1.96 x
standard deviation x the two-course correlation
coefficient) (0.61 < 0.92), therefore It is significant at
the 0.05 level; Therefore, five expert evaluators have
the same opinion and agree on the characteristics of
the package. The findings of the present study in the
qualitative part led to the identification of two
overarching themes, including emotion-focused
therapy and social anxiety, and finally, a 16-session
protocol of emotion-focused therapy group. Then, to
answer the main question of the research, the variance
analysis with repeated measurements was used, the
results of which are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. The results of analysis of variance analysis with repeated measurements to investigate the intra- and inter-group effects of the

emotion-focused group therapy package on the variable of social anxiety

Components Source SS df SM F P Eta squared

Steps 931.22 1 931.22 65.93 0.001 0.78
total score Gro_uping 210041 1 210041 22,63 0.001 0.55
Grouping*steps  731.032 1  731.032 5173 0.001 0.74

Error 1670.16 18 92.78 - - -
Steps 72.90 1 72.90 86.90 0.001 0.82
fear Grouping 268.81 1 268.81 5.56 0.03 0.23
Grouping*steps ~ 90.00 1 90.00 107.20 0.001 0.85

Error 15.10 18 0.83 = =
Steps 96.10 1 96.10 84.38 0.001 0.82
avoidance Grquping 470.40 1 470.40 20.72 0.001 0.53
Grouping*steps ~ 78.40 1 78.40 68.63 0.001 0.79

Error 20.50 18 1.13 - -
Steps 60.02 1 60.02 75.82 0.001 0.80
Physiological symptoms Grquping 98.81 1 98.81 10.04 0.005 0.35
Grouping*steps ~ 55.22 1 55.22 69.75 0.001 0.79

Error 14.25 18 0.79 - -

The results of the variance analysis with repeated
measurements in table 1 showed that the average
scores of the social anxiety variable and its
components  changed  significantly  (P<0.05)
regardless of the effect of grouping during the post-
test and follow-up stages, this change is a significant
difference compared to the pre-test.

Conclusion

This study was conducted with the aim of developing
a group therapy protocol focused on emotion and
testing it on the symptoms of social anxiety disorder.
In the qualitative part of the research, the network of
drawn subjects was validated based on the content
validity index of the network and Holsti's reliability
coefficient, and according to the identified

components, closed assignments were compiled in an
operational form.

The trial of closed training found confirmation and
usability in the quantitative part of the study. The
findings obtained in the quantitative section also
showed that the effectiveness of the treatment
package showed a significant difference in the post-
test scores of the experimental group compared to the
control group regarding the dependent variable of the
present study. This research is the first study in Iran
in the form of two integrated research approaches
(quantitative and qualitative) that examines the
effectiveness of group therapy focused on emotion. In
studies outside Iran, no study with thematic analysis
approach was found in the field of group therapy
focused on emotion for social anxiety. The compiled
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package of the research called emotion-focused group
therapy for the operationalized themes of the network
of themes included a total of 16 sessions.
Quantitative findings of the present study on the
effectiveness of emotion-focused group therapy on
improving social anxiety of people with social
anxiety disorder with the results obtained in the
studies of Asmari Bardezard et al. (2021); Gili et al.
(2021); Sanagavi Moharrar et al. (2019); Connolly-
Zubot et al. (2020) and Timulak et al. (2017) are
consistent. In explaining this finding, it can be said
that people with social anxiety disorder face many
stressful factors on a daily basis and experience high
anxiety when facing the work environment and
family. During the sessions that were conducted, the
therapist tried to establish an empathic relationship
with the participants. Establishing an empathetic
relationship between the therapist and the clients
increases the feeling of trust in the clients. The
resulting feeling of trust can facilitate the
effectiveness of the treatment.

Also, the main assumption that advances the
intervention in this approach is that change and
transformation are possible only when people accept
themselves as they are. During the sessions, the
participants were helped to better know, experience,
accept, interpret, change and manage their emotions
in a flexible way. In a one-hour therapy session, the
therapist encouraged the client to pay attention to a
fleeting experience and asked the client to create a
more adaptive performance by constantly focusing on
her feelings and emotions. Considering the
effectiveness of the developed package focused on
emotion in the present study, it is suggested that the
therapists related to health counseling become
familiar with the package developed in the present
study and use the combination of these techniques
along with counseling related to social anxiety.
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