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Abstract

The objective of this study was to compare the effectiveness of Intensive
Short-Term Dynamic Psychotherapy and Schema Therapy on intolerance of
uncertainty and cognitive flexibility in patients with Generalized Anxiety
Disorder. This research employed a quasi-experimental design using pretest—
posttest with a control group and a three-month follow-up. The statistical
population consisted of women aged 20-45 diagnosed with Generalized
Anxiety Disorder who attended counseling centers in Tehran between June
2024 and October 2024. A total of 45 participants were selected through
purposive sampling and assigned to three groups of 15 (ISTDP, Schema
Therapy, and control). Data were collected using the Intolerance of
Uncertainty Questionnaire (Freeston et al., 1994) and the Cognitive
Flexibility Inventory (Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010). Data analysis was
performed through repeated-measures analysis and Bonferroni post-hoc tests.
Inferential ~ results indicated that Intensive Short-Term Dynamic
Psychotherapy significantly reduced intolerance of uncertainty more than
Schema Therapy (p < .01). ISTDP also demonstrated significantly greater
improvement in cognitive flexibility compared to Schema Therapy (p < .05).
While both intervention groups showed improvement from pretest to follow-
up, the control group exhibited no meaningful changes across stages. The
findings suggest that Intensive Short-Term Dynamic Psychotherapy is a more
effective intervention than Schema Therapy for enhancing cognitive
flexibility and reducing intolerance of uncertainty among patients with
Generalized Anxiety Disorder, highlighting its value for therapeutic planning.
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Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) is a chronic and pervasive psychological condition characterized by
excessive worry, persistent tension, and difficulties in emotional and cognitive regulation. Research
demonstrates that individuals with GAD experience profound disruptions in neural networks responsible for
emotion regulation and cognitive processing, including abnormalities in cortico-subcortical functional
connectivity (Liu et al., 2023). These disruptions impair the capacity to manage uncertainty, adapt to
environmental changes, and tolerate ambiguous situations. Intolerance of uncertainty has been identified as
one of the central cognitive mechanisms underlying chronic worry, as individuals with heightened intolerance
exhibit biased interpretations, amplified threat perception, and maladaptive patterns of information processing
(Dugas et al., 2005; Dugas et al., 2004). These biases contribute to rigid cognitive styles and a lowered
threshold for experiencing anxiety during uncertain or unpredictable life events (Lee & Paik, 2019).

Another core impairment associated with GAD is reduced cognitive flexibility, which refers to the ability to
shift between thoughts, perspectives, and behavioral strategies in response to environmental demands.
Empirical evidence has shown that cognitive flexibility plays an essential role in adaptive problem solving and
emotional regulation (Canas et al., 2003). Studies in developmental and clinical psychology have
demonstrated that diminished cognitive flexibility is associated with rigid thinking, decreased coping ability,
and vulnerability to a wide range of emotional disorders (Deak & Wiseheart, 2015; Dickstein et al., 2007).
Furthermore, cognitive fatigue and excessive cognitive load have been shown to deteriorate this capacity,
particularly among individuals already struggling with anxiety-related symptoms (Rafiei & Mikaeili, 2019).
These findings highlight the significance of therapeutic interventions that directly target intolerance of
uncertainty and cognitive flexibility in GAD populations.

Recent advances in psychotherapy have examined the comparative effectiveness of emotion-focused,
cognitive-behavioral, and schema-based approaches in improving cognitive and emotional functioning among
individuals with anxiety. Schema Therapy, for instance, focuses on identifying and modifying early
maladaptive schemas, enhancing emotional insight, and restructuring ineffective coping styles (Mohammadi
et al.,2020). The method has shown promise in increasing resilience and cognitive flexibility by altering deep-
rooted cognitive patterns. Similarly, interventions such as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and
mindfulness-based cognitive programs have demonstrated notable effects in improving uncertainty tolerance
and adaptive responding (Bakhshandeh et al., 2021; Salehi et al., 2021). In addition, studies have shown that
cognitive-behavioral interventions can effectively reduce uncertainty intolerance and ambiguity avoidance
among individuals with anxiety disorders and obsessive—compulsive features (Foroughi et al., 2022; Torshizi
et al., 2023). These therapeutic advancements underscore the need for continued comparative studies
evaluating the relative strengths of different therapeutic models.

In contrast to purely cognitive models, Intensive Short-Term Dynamic Psychotherapy (ISTDP) emphasizes
emotional processing, the unveiling of unconscious defenses, and the regulation of unconscious anxiety. Early
clinical trials demonstrated that ISTDP is effective in treating personality disorders and emotional
dysregulation through techniques that facilitate rapid access to core affective experiences (Abbass et al.,
2008). Later studies supported its usefulness in treating GAD, illustrating that ISTDP reduces symptoms by
modifying maladaptive defense mechanisms and enabling patients to experience previously avoided emotions
(Lilliengren et al., 2017). Additional evidence suggests that ISTDP can recalibrate emotional processing and
decrease anxiety through experiential exposure, body-based anxiety tracking, and clarification of defensive
behaviors (Hofner & Bawks, 2025). Given that cognitive impairments such as reduced flexibility are
intertwined with emotional avoidance and defensive patterns, ISTDP may offer a unique advantage over
schema-based approaches.

Other therapeutic research further supports the role of emotional change processes in strengthening cognitive
functioning. For instance, emotional schema therapy has shown significant effects in regulating emotions and

'Y



Soldy OYWS 9 Cwodlw bl

reducing maladaptive behavioral tendencies in adolescents (Reyhani & Ahovan, 2024). Schema-based
workshops have been effective in mitigating social anxiety symptoms through cognitive restructuring and
recognition of maladaptive modes (Stefan et al., 2023). Additionally, cognitive analytic and integrated
therapies have demonstrated long-term effectiveness in improving anxiety and depression through combined
emotional and cognitive pathways (Hallam et al., 2021; Power etal., 2023). These studies highlight a broader
theoretical consensus that emotional processing, schema restructuring, and dynamic mechanisms jointly
contribute to improved cognitive outcomes among individuals with anxiety disorders.

Furthermore, neuropsychological and physiological studies indicate that anxiety significantly influences
cognitive flexibility. For instance, repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation interventions aimed at reducing
anxiety have demonstrated secondary improvements in cognitive functioning, suggesting a strong
neurobiological link between emotional arousal and cognitive adaptability (Movahedi & Bayat, 2025).
Findings from social-emotional research also reveal that maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies
and social comparison orientation contribute to heightened anxiety and lower cognitive adaptability in
adolescents (Lee & Paik, 2019). These results collectively highlight the interconnected nature of emotional
regulation, uncertainty processes, and cognitive flexibility.

Given the substantial evidence supporting both ISTDP and Schema Therapy as effective treatments for anxiety
and cognitive impairments, there is a growing need to directly compare these approaches on clinically
meaningful cognitive indices such as intolerance of uncertainty and cognitive flexibility. This study addresses
this gap by empirically examining the differential impacts of Intensive Short-Term Dynamic Psychotherapy
and Schema Therapy on these two central constructs in women diagnosed with Generalized Anxiety Disorder.
Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest—posttest measurements, a control group, and a
three-month follow-up assessment. The statistical population consisted of women aged 20 to 45 diagnosed
with Generalized Anxiety Disorder who attended psychological counseling centers in Tehran. A purposive
sampling method was used to select 45 participants who were then randomly assigned to three groups: ISTDP,
Schema Therapy, and a no-treatment control group, each with 15 participants. Data were collected using the
Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale and the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory. Both therapeutic interventions were
delivered across twelve structured sessions. Data analysis was conducted using descriptive statistics and
repeated-measures mixed ANOVA, followed by Bonferroni post hoc tests.

Findings

Results showed that both treatment groups demonstrated significant improvements in intolerance of
uncertainty and cognitive flexibility from pretest to posttest and maintained gains at follow-up. However, the
ISTDP group exhibited significantly greater reductions in overall intolerance of uncertainty compared to the
Schema Therapy group. The Benferroni post hoc test confirmed that reductions in both self-referential and
unfairness dimensions of uncertainty intolerance were significantly larger in the ISTDP group. Similarly, the
ISTDP group showed significantly higher increases in cognitive flexibility subscales, including alternatives,
control, and alternatives for human behavior, compared to Schema Therapy. The control group displayed no
significant changes across all measurements. Overall, ISTDP demonstrated the highest level of effectiveness
across cognitive and uncertainty-related outcomes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study indicate that both psychotherapeutic approaches are capable of improving cognitive
flexibility and tolerance of uncertainty in individuals with Generalized Anxiety Disorder; however, Intensive
Short-Term Dynamic Psychotherapy produced substantially stronger and more consistent improvements
across all measures. The rapid and focused emotional processing inherent to ISTDP likely facilitated more
direct access to core affective states, enabling participants to modify deeply ingrained defensive responses and
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achieve quicker cognitive shifts. By reducing unconscious anxiety and maladaptive emotional avoidance,
participants may have gained greater mental clarity and flexibility, thus improving their capacity to tolerate
ambiguity and adapt to changing circumstances.

In contrast, Schema Therapy, while effective, may require a longer duration to restructure deeper cognitive
schemas and modify entrenched coping modes. The slower pace of schema change may explain why
improvements in the Schema Therapy group were significant but not as pronounced as those observed in the
ISTDP group.

Overall, these findings underscore the importance of emotional exposure, defense restructuring, and
experiential processing in producing meaningful cognitive change. Enhancing cognitive flexibility and
tolerance of uncertainty is essential for reducing the severity of Generalized Anxiety Disorder, and the results
suggest that ISTDP may be a particularly powerful intervention for achieving these therapeutic goals.
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