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ABSTRACT

The present study was conducted with the aim of investigating the effectiveness
of emotion-focused therapy on the Cognitive flexibility and cognitive regulation
of emotion in adolescents with social anxiety. This study was a semi-
experimental study that was conducted with teenagers with social anxiety in
Shahrekord City. 30 people were selected by purposeful sampling and randomly
assigned to two experimental and control groups. Both groups completed the
Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (Garnefski and Kraaij, 2006) and
the Cognitive Flexibility Questionnaire (Dennis and Vander Wal, 2010) as a pre-
test, and after teaching the experimental group 8 sessions of emotion-focused
therapy, the two groups were again given the above questionnaires as After the
test, they responded. The results of the covariance analysis showed that there is a
significant difference between the experimental group and the control group in
terms of Cognitive flexibility (p < 0.0001 and F = 25.16). And emotion-focused
therapy has increased Cognitive flexibility scores in the experimental group.
Also, the results showed that there is a significant difference between the
experimental group and the control group in terms of cognitive regulation of
emotion (p < 0.0001 and F = 52.85), and the treatment focused on emotion
increased the scores of cognitive regulation of emotion in the experimental
group. Therefore, it can be concluded that emotion-focused therapy has an effect
on the cognitive regulation of emotions and Cognitive flexibility. Therefore, this
intervention can be used to increase cognitive flexibility and cognitive regulation
of emotion in students with social anxiety.
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Introduction

Adolescence, regarded as one of the most vital and transformative stages of life, lays the
groundwork for the formation of an individual’s personality structures and future adaptations.
During this sensitive period, numerous psychological disorders emerge, with Social Anxiety
Disorder (SAD) being one of the most prevalent, affecting approximately 5 to 10 percent of this
age group. This disorder is characterized by an irrational fear of being judged, mocked, or
humiliated by others and can seriously impair adolescents’ daily functioning, interpersonal
relationships, and academic progress.

Multiple studies (e.g., Lynch et al., 2021; Williams et al., 2021) have demonstrated that
social anxiety is directly associated with reduced peer acceptance, decreased school
engagement, and an increased experience of psychological distress. The most significant
psychological deficits observed in these individuals are difficulty in emotion regulation and low
cognitive flexibility. Affected adolescents often use maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation
strategies (such as rumination and catastrophizing) and are unable to adapt efficiently to
situational changes or replace dysfunctional thoughts with functional ones (O’Toole, 2017;
Golombek, 2019). This inflexibility is accompanied by repetitive negative thinking and reduced
emotional expression.

In the face of these challenges, psychological interventions gain particular importance.
Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT), an approach combining person-centered therapy, Gestalt
principles, and cognitive psychology, emphasizes the importance of activating, processing, and
transforming maladaptive emotional patterns. This therapy is based on the premise that
emotions play a fundamental role in self-organization and determine the quality of interpersonal
relationships. EFT techniques include enhancing emotional awareness, symbolizing, and
restructuring maladaptive interaction patterns, aiming to manage negative emotions and increase
psychological adjustment (Wiebe & Johnson, 2017).

Given the evidence regarding EFT’s impact on reducing anxiety and depressive symptoms
(Naserinia & Borjali, 2021), as well as its positive effect on emotion regulation (Bahrami &
Sepahvand, 2024) and cognitive flexibility (Goudarzi et al., 2022), the present study addresses a
gap in the literature by focusing on adolescents with social anxiety and systematically assessing
the efficacy of this therapy on two key constructs: cognitive emotion regulation and cognitive
flexibility.

Method

The statistical sample comprised female adolescents (aged 11 to 18) with social anxiety in
Shahrekord city. Thirty participants were selected through purposive sampling and randomly
divided into an experimental group (n=15) and a control group (n=15). Exclusion criteria
included concurrent treatment, severe mood disorders, and substance abuse. The experimental
group underwent an 8-session protocol of 90-minute EFT, focusing on recognizing, processing,
and regulating emotions, teaching problem-solving strategies, and interpersonal skills (such as
dialogue and assertion) in the middle and final sessions, while the control group received no
intervention. To measure the variables, two standardized instruments were used: the Cognitive
Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (CERQ), consisting of 18 items measuring strategies like
rumination and positive reappraisal (Adapted Cronbach’s Alpha: 0.757), and the Cognitive
Flexibility Questionnaire (CFQ), which assesses aspects such as perceiving situational
controllability and the ability to generate alternative solutions (Total Cronbach’s Alpha: 0.90).
The objective of this methodology was to employ the Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) to
assess post-intervention changes while controlling for pre-test effects, thereby significantly
measuring EFT’s impact on the two key psychological constructs and strengthening the
generalizability of the results.
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Results

After data collection, analyses were performed using descriptive statistics and Analysis of
Covariance (ANCOVA) in SPSS to assess the effect of 8 sessions of Emotion-Focused Therapy
(EFT) on cognitive emotion regulation and cognitive flexibility. Initially, descriptive statistics
showed that the mean score for cognitive emotion regulation in the experimental group
decreased from 53.28 to 30.42, and the mean cognitive flexibility score decreased from 24.87 to
22.47.

The results of the ANCOVA for cognitive emotion regulation indicated a significant
difference between the experimental and control groups after controlling for pre-test scores
(F=52.85, p<0.0001). This suggests that EFT led to a significant improvement in cognitive
emotion regulation, with an effect size (1°=0.66), meaning 66% of the variance in post-test
scores is attributable to group membership. Similarly, the ANCOVA results for cognitive
flexibility also showed a significant difference (F=25.16, p<0.0001); EFT treatment caused a
significant increase in cognitive flexibility scores, with an effect size (12= 17=0.48), meaning
48% of the change in this variable is attributed to the treatment effect. Overall, EFT had a
significant positive effect on both cognitive emotion regulation and cognitive flexibility.

Conclusion

The research findings indicated that Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT) has a positive effect
on cognitive emotion regulation and cognitive flexibility in adolescents with social anxiety,
enhancing these abilities. This result aligns with numerous other studies, including those by
Foroughe et al. (2024), Elliot & Shahar (2017), Abedi Noghondar et al. (2022), and Zarieh et al.
(2021). The explanation for this finding is based on the idea that better emotion management,
particularly the release from negative emotions like anxiety, leads to improved individual
adaptation to circumstances and the environment. Emotional organization acts as a preventative
factor, increasing social adjustment, while emotional facilitation aids environmental adjustment
through positive behavioral changes.

EFT, by teaching skills for understanding, modifying experience, and expressing emotions,
increases an individual’s capacity to recognize their own and others’ emotions, understand their
impact on behavior, and utilize effective coping strategies. This therapy helps individuals
manage negative emotions, increases their social adjustment, and fosters healthier interaction
patterns in a safe context by identifying and changing maladaptive schemas.

Limitations of the study include the restriction of the sample to only female adolescents with
social anxiety and the absence of a follow-up phase. These limitations hinder the
generalizability of long-term results and highlight the need for future research.
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