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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of mindfulness-based therapy
and emotion-focused therapy in reducing anxiety sensitivity among patients
with heart disease. This quasi-experimental study used a pretest—posttest
design with a control group. The statistical population included patients with
coronary artery disease in Rasht, Iran, in 2025. Sixty participants were
purposefully selected and randomly assigned to two experimental groups
(mindfulness-based and emotion-focused) and one control group. The
Anxiety Sensitivity Index (Taylor & Cox, 1998) was employed as the main
tool, and both interventions were conducted in nine structured sessions. Data
were analyzed using repeated measures multivariate ANOVA and post hoc
Bonferroni and Tukey tests via SPSS version 26. Both therapeutic approaches
significantly reduced anxiety sensitivity, but emotion-focused therapy
showed greater effectiveness. The mean difference in total anxiety sensitivity
was 7.73 for the mindfulness group and 12.00 for the emotion-focused group
(p<0.01). The multivariate ANOVA revealed a significant time effect
{F(4,55)=8.45, p<0.001, >=0.38}, a significant group effect {F(4,55)=3.89,
p=0.009, n>=0.22}, and a significant time x group interaction {F(4,55)=2.41,
p=0.032, n>=0.15}. These results confirm that changes over time differed
between groups, with emotion-focused therapy yielding stronger outcomes.
Emotion-focused therapy was more effective than mindfulness-based therapy
in reducing anxiety sensitivity among cardiac patients. The findings highlight
that targeting maladaptive emotional processes can help reduce anxiety-
driven physiological arousal. Integrating emotion-focused therapy into
cardiac rehabilitation programs may improve patients’ psychological
adjustment and overall cardiac outcomes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Cardiovascular diseases (CVDs) are among the leading causes of morbidity and mortality worldwide and are
strongly influenced by psychosocial and emotional factors (Gili et al., 2020). Beyond the physiological
dimensions, psychological mechanisms such as anxiety, stress, and emotional dysregulation play a pivotal role
in the onset, progression, and prognosis of cardiac disorders (Hajishabani, 2020). One of the most crucial
psychological constructs related to cardiac patients is anxiety sensitivity—defined as the fear of anxiety-related
sensations based on the belief that these sensations can lead to harmful consequences (Elhai et al., 2018). In
patients with coronary artery disease, anxiety sensitivity often manifests as catastrophic misinterpretations of
bodily sensations (e.g., chest pain, heart palpitations), leading to excessive sympathetic activation and
increased cardiovascular reactivity (Esmaeilian et al., 2021). Consequently, it is essential to address this
cognitive-emotional factor through evidence-based psychotherapeutic interventions that regulate both
emotional processing and physiological stress responses (Qarib-Bolook et al., 2022).

Among contemporary therapeutic approaches, Mindfulness-Based Therapy (MBT) and Emotion-Focused
Therapy (EFT) have shown substantial effectiveness in reducing anxiety and emotional distress across medical
and non-medical populations (Dizaj Khalili et al., 2023). Mindfulness-based approaches—rooted in Kabat-
Zinn’s conceptualization of nonjudgmental awareness—aim to cultivate conscious attention to present-
moment experiences, allowing patients to observe rather than react to stressful sensations (Zamani &
Zolfaghari, 2022). MBT helps reduce physiological arousal by enhancing attentional control, promoting
emotional acceptance, and reducing cognitive reactivity (Elhai et al., 2018). In the context of cardiac patients,
mindfulness practices have been found to lower stress-induced autonomic dysregulation, improve heart rate
variability, and increase patients’ perceived control over their symptoms (Changi Ashtiani et al., 2024).
Conversely, Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT) is based on the premise that unresolved emotional experiences
are central to psychological distress. By helping individuals identify, express, and transform maladaptive
emotions, EFT promotes deep emotional restructuring and healthier interpersonal regulation (Greenman et
al., 2019). According to attachment theory, which underpins EFT, emotional experiences are biologically
rooted and adaptive; however, when suppressed or distorted, they can contribute to chronic stress responses
and cardiovascular vulnerability (Greenman & Johnson, 2022). By facilitating corrective emotional
experiences, EFT enables patients to replace maladaptive affective patterns with adaptive emotional schemas
that support resilience and physiological calmness (Naderian et al., 2023).
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Recent clinical evidence indicates that MBT and EFT both yield significant reductions in anxiety sensitivity
and distress tolerance among patients with chronic medical conditions. For example, mindfulness-based
interventions have been associated with decreased anxiety sensitivity and improved emotional regulation in
individuals with multiple sclerosis (Dizaj Khalili et al., 2023), while EFT has been linked to reductions in
anxiety and depression among patients with coronary heart disease (Gili et al., 2020). Additionally, studies
have shown that EFT produces greater and more durable effects on emotional processing compared to
mindfulness-based or cognitive-behavioral approaches (Shokrolahi et al., 2023).

Despite the documented efficacy of both methods, there is limited comparative research directly examining
their effectiveness in reducing anxiety sensitivity among cardiac patients. Given the overlapping yet distinct
mechanisms of these interventions—MBT’s emphasis on cognitive awareness and acceptance versus EFT’s
focus on emotional processing and transformation—understanding their relative impact can guide the design
of integrated therapeutic programs tailored to the psychosomatic needs of cardiac populations (Greenman &
Johnson, 2022; Morvaridi et al., 2019). Accordingly, this study sought to compare the effectiveness of
mindfulness-based and emotion-focused therapies on anxiety sensitivity in patients with heart disease.
Methods and Materials

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control group. The statistical
population consisted of patients diagnosed with coronary artery disease in Rasht, Iran, in 2025. Sixty patients
meeting inclusion criteria (aged 45-70, clinically diagnosed by a cardiologist, and willing to participate in
psychological sessions) were selected using purposive sampling and randomly assigned to three groups: a
mindfulness-based therapy group, an emotion-focused therapy group, and a control group (n=20 per group).
The main research instrument was the Anxiety Sensitivity Index-Revised (ASI-R) developed by Taylor and Cox
(1998), which assesses fear of anxiety-related sensations across four dimensions: respiratory, cardiovascular,
social, and cognitive. Both treatment groups participated in nine 90-minute sessions conducted by certified
clinical psychologists.

The mindfulness-based intervention was adapted from Kabat-Zinn’s Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction
(MBSR) model and included core exercises such as body scanning, diaphragmatic breathing, nonjudgmental
observation of sensations, and mindful awareness of cardiac rhythm using pulse oximetry.

The emotion-focused therapy protocol was designed following Greenberg and Johnson’s model (2004),
combining emotion activation, cognitive restructuring, and affective reprocessing. Each session integrated
experiential techniques (e.g., chair work, emotional labeling, and heart-rate monitoring) to strengthen
emotional awareness and regulation.

The control group received one general educational session on cardiac health without any psychological
intervention. Ethical approval was obtained from the Islamic Azad University Ethics Committee, and informed
consent was secured from all participants. Data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics,
including repeated measures ANOVA, multivariate ANOVA, and Bonferroni and Tukey post hoc tests,
performed in SPSS (Version 26).

Findings

Descriptive analyses revealed that most participants were male and aged between 6170 years, with an average
disease duration of 5-10 years. Homogeneity tests (Shapiro—Wilk and Levene) confirmed normal distribution
and equal variances across groups.

Results from repeated measures ANOVA indicated significant within-group and between-group effects for
overall anxiety sensitivity and its subscales. Emotion-focused therapy produced a greater reduction in total
anxiety sensitivity (pretest mean = 91.00; posttest mean = 79.00; AM = 12.00, p < 0.001) compared to
mindfulness-based therapy (pretest mean = 89.00; posttest mean = 81.27; AM =7.73, p <0.01).
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Multivariate analysis revealed a significant time effect {F(4,55)=8.45, p<0.001, n?=0.38}, group effect
{F(4,55)=3.89, p=0.009, n>=0.22}, and time x group interaction {F(4,55)=2.41, p=0.032, n>=0.15}. Univariate
tests showed significant reductions in all anxiety sensitivity subscales (respiratory, social, cardiovascular, and
cognitive) in both experimental groups, but the emotion-focused group demonstrated greater mean reductions.
Post hoc Bonferroni comparisons indicated that both experimental groups differed significantly from their
respective controls, and Tukey tests confirmed a significant difference between mindfulness-based and
emotion-focused groups (AM = —4.27, p = 0.014), favoring the latter.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study demonstrated that both mindfulness-based and emotion-focused therapies significantly
reduced anxiety sensitivity in cardiac patients, with emotion-focused therapy showing a superior effect. This
finding underscores the importance of emotional processing in regulating anxiety-related physiological
responses in individuals with heart disease.

The greater effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy can be explained by its core mechanism of emotional
transformation, which directly targets maladaptive affective patterns underlying anxiety and physiological
arousal. Through experiential engagement, patients learn to identify and express suppressed emotions,
breaking the maladaptive ‘“anxiety—palpitation—fear” cycle. This mechanism aligns with Greenman and
Johnson’s (2022) findings that EFT enhances emotion regulation and physiological balance by modifying
attachment-related emotional responses. By integrating the processing of fear, shame, and helplessness—
emotions commonly reported by cardiac patients—EFT facilitates parasympathetic restoration and improves
cardiovascular stability.

Mindfulness-based therapy, though effective, operates primarily through cognitive modulation and attentional
control. It reduces anxiety by fostering acceptance and reducing reactivity to bodily sensations, yet its effects
on emotional restructuring are more indirect. Studies by Dizaj Khalili et al. (2023) and Farhadmanesh et al.
(2017) similarly found that mindfulness practices alleviate anxiety sensitivity by enhancing awareness and
acceptance rather than through emotional catharsis. Thus, MBT is highly beneficial for cognitive forms of
anxiety but may be less potent in modifying deep emotional schemas that drive somatic anxiety reactions.
From a neurobiological perspective, MBT modulates prefrontal regions associated with metacognitive control,
reducing rumination and enhancing executive regulation over emotional impulses (Elhai et al., 2018). In
contrast, EFT activates limbic structures—particularly the amygdala and anterior cingulate cortex—facilitating
adaptive emotional encoding and decreasing hyperarousal (Greenman & Johnson, 2022). This
neurofunctional distinction may explain the superior physiological outcomes observed in the emotion-focused
group, especially regarding cardiovascular subscale reductions.

Furthermore, the attachment-oriented nature of EFT aligns with the emotional needs of cardiac patients who
often experience existential fear and interpersonal insecurity. By fostering emotional safety within the
therapeutic relationship, EFT helps patients reinterpret physiological sensations not as threats but as
manageable emotional signals. This is consistent with Gili et al. (2020), who found that EFT reduced
depressive and anxious symptoms among patients with coronary artery disease, and Naderian et al. (2023),
who reported significant improvements in distress tolerance following EFT among emotionally traumatized
participants.

Mindfulness, on the other hand, plays a crucial complementary role by reducing cognitive distortions and
promoting stress resilience through nonjudgmental awareness. Its benefits in reducing physiological stress
markers and improving sleep quality have been well established (Qarib-Bolook et al., 2022; Zamani &
Zolfaghari, 2022). However, its relatively moderate impact in the present study suggests that in conditions
involving high emotional arousal and somatization—such as heart disease—direct emotional engagement may
be more effective.
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In conclusion, emotion-focused therapy appears to be more effective than mindfulness-based therapy in
alleviating anxiety sensitivity among cardiac patients. While both interventions contribute to improved
psychological and physiological regulation, the experiential and relational mechanisms of EFT enable deeper
restructuring of affective processes that underlie cardiovascular anxiety. These findings emphasize the need to
integrate emotion-centered psychotherapies into cardiac rehabilitation programs to address the emotional and
physiological interplay that shapes patient outcomes.
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