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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of classical CBT and
cognitive-behavioral psychodrama in reducing negative emotions
among patients with GERD. This quasi-experimental pretest—posttest
study with a control group was conducted on 45 patients with chronic
GERD recruited from gastroenterology clinics in Kerman in 2024 using
purposive sampling and randomly assigned to classical CBT,
psychodrama CBT, or control group; data were collected using GSAS
and DASS-21 and analyzed by multivariate analysis of covariance in
SPSS-26. MANCOVA demonstrated a significant overall intervention
effect on negative emotions (Wilks’ Lambda=0.224, F=13.72,
p<0.001, n?>=0.527); both interventions significantly reduced
depression (F=21.00, p<0.001, n*=0.519), anxiety (F=13.39, p<0.001,
1n*=0.407), and stress (F=13.11, p<0.001, n>=0.402) compared with the
control group; Bonferroni tests indicated that classical CBT produced
greater reductions in depression and anxiety, while both treatments
were similarly effective in stress reduction. Both therapeutic
approaches significantly improved emotional outcomes in GERD
patients, with classical CBT demonstrating superior effects on
depression and anxiety.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD) is among the most prevalent chronic gastrointestinal disorders
worldwide and has increasingly been recognized as a psychosomatic condition involving complex interactions
between physiological processes and psychological functioning (Antunes et al., 2023; Khodamoradi et al.,
2017). Epidemiological evidence demonstrates a steady rise in GERD prevalence across both developed and
developing regions, with substantial burdens on health systems and patient quality of life (Antunes et al.,
2023). Beyond classical gastrointestinal symptoms, GERD is strongly associated with emotional disturbances,
particularly depression, anxiety, and chronic stress, which significantly exacerbate symptom severity and
reduce treatment responsiveness (Bai et al., 2021; Paul et al., 2022; Wong et al., 2021). Contemporary
biopsychosocial models propose that emotional dysregulation and maladaptive cognitive processes contribute
to autonomic imbalance, visceral hypersensitivity, and dysfunction of the esophageal sphincter, creating a self-
perpetuating cycle between psychological distress and reflux symptoms (Sharma et al., 2021; Xu et al., 2022).
Recent genetic and causal modeling studies further confirm a bidirectional relationship between GERD and
mood disorders, indicating that emotional disorders are not merely consequences but also etiological
contributors to GERD progression (Wang et al., 2023; Zeng et al., 2023).

Pharmacological interventions remain the cornerstone of GERD management; however, a substantial
proportion of patients exhibit persistent symptoms despite optimized proton pump inhibitor therapy (Ang et
al., 2016). This therapeutic limitation has directed increasing attention toward psychological interventions as
essential components of comprehensive GERD care. Among these, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) has
demonstrated robust efficacy in reducing negative affect, improving emotional regulation, and enhancing
perceived control across diverse psychosomatic and medical populations (Alaee et al., 2022; Free, 2014;
Hawton et al., 2022). CBT-based interventions targeting maladaptive thoughts and behavioral patterns have
been shown to alleviate symptom burden and improve psychological adjustment in disorders of gut—brain
interaction (Law et al., 2023). Parallel to CBT, psychodrama represents an experiential, action-oriented
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therapeutic approach that facilitates emotional expression, interpersonal insight, and affective processing
through structured role-playing and group interaction (Orkibi & Feniger-Schaal, 2019; Treadwell et al.,
2018). Systematic reviews and meta-analytic findings have established psychodrama as an effective modality
for reducing depression, anxiety, and emotional dysregulation across clinical and nonclinical populations
(Ulusoy et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2020). Recent investigations further suggest that psychodrama improves
emotional regulation, executive functioning, social adjustment, and stress resilience among diverse age groups
and diagnostic categories (Chang et al., 2022; Karimi et al., 2021; Norouzi et al., 2024; Saifulah et al., 2024;
Sasono et al., 2025; Yesil Ornek & Kirlangic Simsek, 2023). Despite this expanding evidence base,
comparative research evaluating the relative effectiveness of classical CBT and cognitive-behavioral
psychodrama specifically in GERD populations remains scarce. Given the profound psychosomatic interplay
underlying GERD pathology, systematic comparison of these two theoretically complementary approaches is
warranted.

Methods and Materials

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest control group design. Forty-five adults diagnosed
with chronic GERD were recruited from gastroenterology clinics in Kerman during 2024 through purposive
sampling and randomly allocated to three groups: classical CBT (n = 15), cognitive-behavioral psychodrama
(n = 15), and control (n = 15). The CBT group participated in eight weekly 90-minute sessions, while the
psychodrama group received twelve weekly 90-minute sessions following structured therapeutic protocols.
The control group received standard medical treatment only. Data were collected using the Depression Anxiety
Stress Scale (DASS-21) and the Gastroesophageal Reflux Disease Symptom Assessment Scale (GSAS).
Statistical analyses were conducted using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS-26.
Findings

Multivariate analysis revealed a significant overall effect of intervention on negative emotions (Wilks’ Lambda
=0.224, F = 13.72, p < 0.001, n? = 0.527), indicating that 52.7% of variance in posttest emotional outcomes
was attributable to treatment. Univariate ANCOVA results demonstrated significant group differences in
depression (F =21.00, p <0.001, n?>=0.519), anxiety (F = 13.39, p <0.001, n> = 0.407), and stress (F = 13.11,
p<0.001, 2= 0.402). Post-hoc Bonferroni comparisons showed that both CBT and psychodrama significantly
reduced all three negative emotional components compared with the control group. However, classical CBT
produced significantly greater reductions in depression and anxiety than psychodrama, while no significant
difference was observed between the two interventions in reducing stress.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that both classical CBT and cognitive-behavioral psychodrama substantially
improve emotional functioning in GERD patients. The superior effectiveness of CBT in alleviating depression
and anxiety likely reflects its structured focus on cognitive restructuring, behavioral activation, and systematic
skill development, which directly target maladaptive thought patterns and emotional responses. Psychodrama,
while equally effective in reducing stress, appears to exert its strongest influence through emotional catharsis,
interpersonal engagement, and experiential processing of affective content. These results highlight the
complementary nature of the two interventions and underscore the importance of integrating psychological
therapies into multidisciplinary GERD treatment models. Tailoring intervention selection to patients’ dominant
emotional profiles may further enhance clinical outcomes.
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