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Background: Studies have shown that psychological factors, including anxiety, have a significant effect
on the development and exacerbation of Irritable Bowel Syndrome. Among the new methods of reducing
anxiety, we can mention Relaxation Training (RT) and Emotional Awareness and Expression Training
(EAET), So far, their effectiveness in reducing Anxiety Sensitivity in patients with irritable bowel
syndrome has not been compared in Iran.

Aims: The present study was conducted with the aim of comparing the efficacy of relaxation training and
awareness and emotional expression training on anxiety sensitivity in patients with irritable bowel
syndrome.

Methods: The current research design was a semi-experimental pre-test-post-test type with a control group
and a two-month follow-up. The statistical population of the study included all patients with irritable bowel
syndrome who referred to the gastroenterology Subspecialty offices in northwest Tehran from 2021 to
July 2022, who were diagnosed with irritable bowel syndrome by the doctor based on ROOM Il diagnostic
criteria. Using the purposeful sampling method (based on the entry criteria), 60 patients with irritable
bowel syndrome were selected, And then they were randomly divided into three groups of 20 people (two
experimental groups and one control group). The tool used in this research was the anexiety sensitivity
index- revised (Taylor & Cox, 1998). Also, for the first experimental group, relaxation training in 8
sessions of 90 minutes based on the relaxation training protocol of Blanchard et al. (1993), For the second
experimental group, awareness and emotional expression training in 8 sessions of 90 minutes based on the
protocol of Lumley et al. (2017) it was held virtually. In order to analyze the research data, the Analysis
of variance with repeated measures and SPSS-26 software was used.

Results: The findings showed that the total score of anxiety sensitivity and its components decreased
significantly in the relaxation training group (P= 0.001). Also, the total score of anxiety sensitivity and its
components decreased significantly in the emotional awareness and expression training group (P=0.001),
But the difference between the effect of the two educational methods was not significant on the other
components of anxiety sensitivity, except in the component of Fear of cognitive dyscontrol (P= 0.031).
Emotional awareness and expression training was a more effective method to reduce the Fear of cognitive
dyscontrol compared to relaxation training.

Conclusion: Regarding the effectiveness of relaxation training and emotional awareness and expression
training on the anxiety sensitivity of people with irritable bowel syndrome, It is suggested that health
psychologists in medical centers and psychological clinics use these treatment methods to reduce the level
of anxiety, especially anxiety sensitivity and its components in patients with irritable bowel syndrome and
similar patients.
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Introduction

Irritable bowel syndrome is one of the most common
functional digestive disorders (Wang et al., 2018),
which is characterized by recurrent abdominal pain or
discomfort, bloating and changes in bowel
movements without structural disorders in the
gastrointestinal tract, according to ROOM Il
diagnostic criteria, Provided that it has started in the
last three months, at least three times a month or at
least six months ago (Porcelli et al., 2020).

Studies have shown that psychological factors,
including anxiety, have a significant effect on the
development and exacerbation of digestive diseases,
especially irritable bowel syndrome, And a high rate
of comorbid psychiatric disorders has been reported
in these patients (Sehgal et al., 2021; Staudacher et
al., 2021; Young et al., 2021; Mujagic, 2017). Among
the psychological factors effective in irritable bowel
syndrome, we can mention the concept of anxiety
sensitivity as an important factor (Goldin, 2014).
Some studies have also shown that patients with
irritable bowel syndrome have a higher anxiety
sensitivity than healthy people and suffer more from
the fear of stomach and intestinal symptoms
(Ghasemi, 2011, Lee et al., 2017).

One of the ways to reduce stress and anxiety is
relaxation training, which is the main component of
stress management treatments. In the short term, this
method tries to reduce the physiological arousal of
patients, so that they relax themselves purposefully,
and uses the techniques of progressive muscle
relaxation, slow and deep diaphragmatic breathing,
and guided mental imagery (Thakur et al., 2017).
Another different and relatively new conceptual
method to reduce stress in the treatment of chronic
pain diseases and functional physical disorders,
including irritable bowel syndrome, is the use of
awareness and emotional expression training, whose
mechanism is to reverse emotional avoidance and
suppression and confront patients with unpleasant
and suppressed emotions.

Considering the contradiction in previous studies and
the fact that awareness and emotional expression
training is a relatively new intervention and has not
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been used in studies and researches in the country
until today.

Therefore, the current research seeks to answer this
basic question: Is there a difference between the
efficacy of relaxation training methods and awareness
and emotional expression training on the anxiety
sensitivity of patients with irritable bowel syndrome?

Method

The current research design was a semi-experimental
pre-test-post-test type with a control group and a two-
month follow-up. The statistical population of the
study included all patients with irritable bowel
syndrome who referred to the gastroenterology
Subspecialty offices in northwest Tehran from 2021
to July 2022, who were diagnosed with irritable
bowel syndrome by the doctor based on ROOM llI
diagnostic criteria. Using the purposeful sampling
method (based on the entry criteria), 60 patients with
irritable bowel syndrome were selected, And then
they were randomly divided into three groups of 20
people (two experimental groups and one control
group). The tool used in this research was the
anexiety sensitivity index- revised (Taylor & Cox,
1998). Also, for the first experimental group,
relaxation training in 8 sessions of 90 minutes based
on the relaxation training protocol of Blanchard et al.
(1993), For the second experimental group,
awareness and emotional expression training in 8
sessions of 90 minutes based on the protocol of
Lumley et al. (2017) it was held virtually. In order to
analyze the research data, the Analysis of variance
with repeated measures and SPSS-26 software was
used. The criteria for entering the present study
include receiving a diagnosis of irritable bowel
syndrome, receiving drug treatment under the
supervision of a specialist doctor based on the
medical file, being in the age range of 18 to 55 years,
reading and writing literacy, Not suffering from a
severe and debilitating physical or mental illness
(according to the review of medical records and
individual interviews with patient by a health
psychologist), not receiving psychological treatment
at the same time as the present study. and the exit
criteria included two absences in the training
sessions, not doing homework more than three times,
and failing to complete the questionnaires.
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Results

In the current study, 48 participants were in three
groups, 15 of them were in the relaxation training
group, 16 were in the awareness and emotional
expression training group, and 17 were in the control
group. The mean and standard deviation of age in the
relaxation training group was 34.07 and 7.19 years, in
the awareness and emotional expression training
group 5.53 and 34.00 years, and in the control group
35.76 and 7.63 years. There were 10 women and 5
men in the relaxation training group, 12 women and
4 men in the a awareness and emotional expression
training group, and 11 women and 6 men in the
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control group. In the relaxation training group, 6
participants had a diploma, 5 had a bachelor's degree,
and 4 Master’s degree. In the emotional expression
and awareness and emotional expression training
group, 5 participants had a diploma, 5 had a bachelor's
degree, and 6 had Master’s degree. In the control
group, 4 participants had a diploma, 9 had a bachelor's
degree, and 4 had Master’s degree.

In Table 1, the results of multivariate analysis
comparing the effect of relaxation training and
awareness and emotional expression training, on the
total score of anxiety sensitivity and its components
is given.

Table 1. The results of the multivariate analysis test in evaluating the effect of independent variables on the total score of anxiety sensitivity
and its components

Dependent Variable Wilks Lambda F df p n2 Test power
fear of respiratory symptoms 0.634 5.62 4&88 0.001 0.203 0.974
fear of cardiovascular symptoms 0.665 4.98 4&88 0.001 0.185 0.953
Fear of visible anxiety reactions 0.758 3.27 4&88 0.001 0.129 0.817
Fear of cognitive dyscontrol 0.570 7.15 4&88 0.001 0.245 0.994
total score 0.465 10.25 4&88 0.001 0.318 1.00

Table 2 also shows the results of the analysis of
variance with repeated measurements in explaining
the effect of relaxation training and awareness and

emotional expression training on the total score of
anxiety sensitivity and its components.

Table 2. The results of variance analysis with repeated measurements in explaining the effect of independent variables on the total score of
anxiety sensitivity and its components

. Sum of Sum of

Variable Effects Squares Squared Error F P n2
fear of respiratory Group effect 652.68 306.65 47.89 0.001  0.680
symptoms Time effect 342.11 442.05 34.83 0.001  0.436
Interaction effect of group x time 251.86 914.71 6.20 0.001 0.216
fear of cardiovascular Group effect 543.89 515.42 23.74 0.001 0513
symptoms Time effect 310.22 626.05 22.30 0.001  0.331
Interaction effect of group x time 354.38 1262.28 6.32 0.001 0.219
Fear of visible Group effect 763.17 456.99 37.58 0.001  0.625
anxiety reactions ~ Time effect _ 441.38 760.28 26.13 0.001  0.367
Interaction effect of group x time 227.10 1199.55 4.26 0.005 0.159
Fear of cognitive Group effect 267.64 328.99 1293.89  0.001  0.966
dyscontrol Time effect 75.73 245.15 13.90 0.001  0.236
Interaction effect of group x time 155.44 461.71 7.58 0.001  0.252
Group effect 8317.40 2225.27 84.09 0.001  0.789
total score Time effect 4332.34 245.15 64.58 0.001  0.589
Interaction effect of group x time 3743.24 6423.43 13.11 0.001  0.368

Conclusion

The present study was conducted with the aim of
comparing the efficacy of relaxation training and
awareness and emotional expression training on
anxiety sensitivity in patients with irritable bowel
syndrome.

The results showed that both types of treatment are
effective on the anxiety sensitivity of people with
irritable bowel syndrome, However, no significant
difference was observed between the effectiveness of
these two types of treatment, except for the
component of Fear of cognitive dyscontrol. In
confirmation of the findings of the present study, the
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results of studies by Blanchard et al. (1993) and
Thakur et al. (2017) showed that relaxation training
can reduce the clinical symptoms of patients with
irritable bowel syndrome.

In Iran, no research was found that directly
investigated the effectiveness of relaxation training in
patients with irritable bowel syndrome. In explaining
the effectiveness of relaxation training on anxiety
sensitivity and reducing symptoms of anxiety
sensitivity in patients with irritable bowel syndrome,
it can be said that relaxation exercises reduce the
activity of sympathetic nerves and brain-intestinal
axis, It causes an immediate reduction of physical
arousal and anxiety states, as well as a reduction of
anxiety sensitivity in this type of patients. Also,
relaxation therapy through progressive muscle
relaxation exercises, slow and deep diaphragmatic
breathing and guided mental imagery helps to reduce
physiological arousal and thus leads to improvement
of anxiety and psychological symptoms.

Regarding the confirmation of the effectiveness of
awareness and emotional expression training on the
anxiety sensitivity of people with irritable bowel
syndrome in the present study and since this treatment
method is relatively new in Iran, no research was
found in this field.

Teaching awareness and emotional expression by
focusing on awareness and confronting the patient
with the underlying emotions, problems and
psychological conflicts and traumas of the
individual's life makes the patient re-experience and
process the underlying emotions of her psychological
conflicts and deeply understand them, and this was
effective in reducing anxiety sensitivity and its
components.

Thakur et al. (2017) compared the effectiveness of
relaxation training and awareness and emotional
expression training in three individual 50-minute
sessions in 106 patients with irritable bowel
syndrome, and its results showed that awareness and
emotional expression training reduced the severity of
symptoms more than relaxation training, and
relaxation did not have much effect on the severity of
symptoms. In explaining the results of the mentioned
research and comparing it with the results of the
current research, it can be said that awareness and
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emotional expression training is a type of treatment
based on emotion and emotion processing and three
sessions is a short time for the effectiveness of this
intervention, and compared to that, 8 intervention
sessions in the present study and two-month follow-
up have shown more effectiveness in reducing
symptoms related to anxiety. On the other hand,
relaxation training treatment may have a faster effect
on reducing anxiety symptoms and other
psychological symptoms, even in the short term, but
in the long term, this effect can be less lasting than
awareness and emotional expression training
treatment.

Regarding the effectiveness of relaxation training and
emotional awareness and expression training on the
anxiety sensitivity of people with irritable bowel
syndrome, It is suggested that health psychologists in
medical centers and psychological clinics use these
treatment methods to reduce the level of anxiety,
especially anxiety sensitivity and its components in
patients with irritable bowel syndrome and similar
patients.
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