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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of mindfulness-based cognitive
therapy and emotional freedom techniques on alexithymia among patients diagnosed
with functional dyspepsia. This applied quantitative study employed a quasi-
experimental design with a pretest—posttest control group and a two-month follow-up
phase. The statistical population consisted of patients with functional dyspepsia who
attended a psychosomatic gastroenterology clinic during 2024-2025. Sixty eligible
participants were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to
three groups: mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (n = 20), emotional freedom
techniques (n = 20), and a control group (n = 20). The mindfulness-based cognitive
therapy program was delivered in eight weekly 90-minute group sessions, while
emotional freedom techniques were implemented across five weekly 60-minute
sessions. Alexithymia was assessed using the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20)
at pretest, posttest, and follow-up stages. Data were analyzed using repeated measures
analysis of variance and Bonferroni post hoc tests in SPSS-28 after verification of
statistical assumptions. Repeated measures ANOVA revealed significant within-
subject effects across time for difficulty identifying feelings (F = 90.552, p = 0.001),
difficulty describing feelings (F = 84.041, p = 0.001), and externally oriented thinking
(F = 92,575, p = 0.001). Significant time x group interaction effects indicated
differential changes among groups across measurement stages (p = 0.001). Between-
subjects analyses demonstrated significant group differences in all alexithymia
dimensions (p = 0.001). Bonferroni post hoc comparisons showed that both
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy and emotional freedom techniques produced
significant reductions in alexithymia compared with the control group (p = 0.001),
while no statistically significant difference was found between the two intervention
groups (p > 0.05). Treatment effects remained stable at the two-month follow-up.
Both mindfulness-based cognitive therapy and emotional freedom techniques were
effective interventions for reducing alexithymia in patients with functional dyspepsia,
and their therapeutic outcomes were maintained over time, indicating that emotion-
focused psychological interventions may play a significant role in psychosomatic
treatment approaches.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Functional dyspepsia represents one of the most prevalent functional gastrointestinal disorders, characterized
by chronic or recurrent upper abdominal discomfort without identifiable structural pathology. Despite the
absence of organic findings, patients frequently report persistent symptoms such as epigastric pain, early

\Y
——



Sl OYWS1 9 Cwodlw @W‘j;

satiety, bloating, and nausea, which significantly impair daily functioning and quality of life. Emerging
evidence underscores the central role of psychological factors in the onset, maintenance, and exacerbation of
functional dyspepsia, particularly through mechanisms involving stress, emotional dysregulation, and
maladaptive cognitive processing (Mohajerani, 2022). Comparative clinical observations further reveal that
functional dyspepsia shares overlapping psychosomatic features with other functional gastrointestinal
disorders, highlighting the contribution of central nervous system sensitization and emotional processing
deficits to symptom manifestation (Starcevic et al., 2023). These findings emphasize the critical need to
address psychological dimensions—especially emotion-related variables—in comprehensive functional
dyspepsia management. Alexithymia, defined as difficulty identifying feelings, difficulty describing feelings,
and a tendency toward externally oriented thinking, constitutes a pivotal psychological construct in
psychosomatic disorders. It has been consistently linked to impaired emotional awareness, reduced affect
regulation capacity, and increased somatic symptom reporting. Empirical research demonstrates that
alexithymia contributes to psychological distress and maladaptive coping patterns, intensifying psychosomatic
symptoms. Structural equation modeling studies confirm that mindfulness functions as a mediator between
self-control and alexithymia, indicating that deficits in mindful awareness directly correlate with higher levels
of emotional unawareness (Liu et al., 2022). In clinical populations, elevated alexithymia associates with
increased rumination, sleep disturbances, and psychological distress, reinforcing its role as a transdiagnostic
vulnerability factor (Dana et al., 2022). Similarly, predictive models indicate that alexithymia contributes to
suicidal ideation through pathways involving perceived stress and reduced mindfulness (Kamali Tabrizi et al.,
2023). Collectively, these findings position alexithymia as a critical psychological mechanism in both mental
and psychosomatic disorders. Given the centrality of emotional dysregulation in functional gastrointestinal
conditions, interventions targeting emotional awareness and regulation are particularly relevant. Mindfulness-
based cognitive therapy (MBCT) integrates cognitive therapy principles with structured mindfulness practices
to enhance present-moment awareness and reduce maladaptive cognitive reactivity. MBCT has demonstrated
efficacy in modifying dysfunctional thought patterns and increasing emotional regulation capacities.
Randomized controlled trials indicate that MBCT significantly reduces alexithymia in patients with
fibromyalgia, suggesting mindfulness-based interventions improve emotional identification and expression in
chronic somatic conditions (Lundberg, 2023). Similarly, MBCT reduces psychosomatic distress through
mediating effects of self-compassion and decreased alexithymia in somatic symptom disorder (Xu & Shi,
2024). Evidence from gastrointestinal populations further supports this association; MBCT has been shown
to reduce alexithymia, pain intensity, and emotional dysregulation in children with irritable bowel syndrome
(Bagheri Sheykhangafshe et al., 2024). Emotional freedom techniques (EFT), an integrative mind-body
intervention combining exposure, cognitive restructuring, and acupoint tapping, have gained increasing
attention for reducing emotional distress by targeting maladaptive emotional memories while stimulating
somatic regulatory pathways. Systematic reviews confirm that spiritual emotional freedom technique (SEFT)
significantly reduces depressive symptoms, anxiety, and stress in clinical and non-clinical populations
(Sucipto et al., 2023). Randomized controlled trials demonstrate EFT’s effectiveness in reducing stress,
anxiety, and burnout among healthcare professionals (Dincer & Inangil, 2021), with comparable outcomes to
established cognitive-behavioral approaches in trauma-related disorders (Akbari et al., 2023). Despite
growing empirical support for both MBCT and EFT, comparative investigations examining their relative
effectiveness on alexithymia within psychosomatic gastrointestinal populations remain limited. Given that
psychological distress mediates somatic symptom severity in functional dyspepsia (Mohajerani, 2022) and
alexithymia contributes to maladaptive coping in chronic health conditions (Karami et al., 2023), evaluating
these two therapeutic approaches within a controlled design holds significant theoretical and clinical
importance.
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Methods and Materials

This applied quantitative study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest control group
structure and a two-month follow-up phase. The statistical population comprised patients diagnosed with
functional dyspepsia attending the Psychosomatic Liver and Gastroenterology Clinic of Isfahan during 2024
(Gregorian calendar), with data collection spanning October 2024 to February 2025. A sample size of 60
participants was determined using Cohen’s table, accounting for a 95% confidence level, effect size of 0.70,
and statistical power of 0.91. To accommodate anticipated attrition and enhance generalizability, the sample
was expanded to 20 participants per group. Participants were selected via purposive sampling based on
diagnostic eligibility confirmed by gastroenterologists, counselors, and clinical psychologists. Inclusion
criteria required informed consent, age between 18—40 years, confirmed functional dyspepsia diagnosis,
absence of pharmacological treatment during the study, minimum secondary school education, and completion
of pretest assessment. Exclusion criteria included receiving >5 psychological intervention sessions in the prior
six months, missing >2 therapeutic sessions, relocation during the study, or death. Participants were randomly
assigned to three groups: mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (n=20), emotional freedom techniques (n=20),
and a control group (n=20). The mindfulness-based cognitive therapy program consisted of eight weekly 90-
minute group sessions, while emotional freedom techniques involved five weekly 60-minute sessions.
Alexithymia was assessed using the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20) at pretest (T1), posttest (T2), and
two-month follow-up (T3). Data analysis utilized repeated measures analysis of variance (RM-ANOVA) and
Bonferroni post hoc tests in SPSS-28 after verifying statistical assumptions (normality via Shapiro-Wilk,
homogeneity of variances via Levene’s test, and equality of variance-covariance matrices via Box’s M test).
Findings

Repeated measures ANOVA revealed significant within-subject effects across time for all alexithymia
dimensions: difficulty identifying feelings (F=90.552, p=0.001), difficulty describing feelings (F=84.041,
p=0.001), and externally oriented thinking (F=92.575, p=0.001). Significant time x group interaction effects
(p=0.001) indicated differential changes across measurement stages. Between-subjects analyses demonstrated
significant group differences in all alexithymia dimensions (p=0.001). Bonferroni post hoc comparisons
confirmed both mindfulness-based cognitive therapy and emotional freedom techniques produced significant
reductions in alexithymia compared to the control group (p=0.001), with no statistically significant difference
between the two intervention groups (p>0.05). Specifically, the mindfulness-based cognitive therapy group
showed mean reductions of 4.60 (difficulty identifying feelings), 6.30 (difficulty describing feelings), and 5.55
(externally oriented thinking) from pretest to posttest, with minimal further change at follow-up (mean
differences: -0.35, -0.10, +0.20). The emotional freedom techniques group demonstrated similar reductions:
5.20 (difficulty identifying feelings), 4.75 (difficulty describing feelings), and 5.00 (externally oriented
thinking) from pretest to posttest, with minor fluctuations at follow-up (mean differences: -0.575, -0.100,
+0.300). The control group exhibited no meaningful changes across all dimensions (mean differences: 0.50,
0.60, -0.40 from pretest to posttest; 0.30, 0.45, -0.25 from pretest to follow-up). Treatment effects remained
stable at the two-month follow-up, with no significant differences between posttest and follow-up assessments
for either intervention group. Descriptive statistics confirmed consistent improvements across all alexithymia
components in both experimental groups, while the control group maintained baseline levels throughout the
study period.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that both mindfulness-based cognitive therapy and emotional freedom techniques are
highly effective interventions for reducing alexithymia in patients with functional dyspepsia, with therapeutic
effects maintained over a two-month follow-up period. The comparable efficacy of both approaches—despite
their distinct theoretical mechanisms—suggests that diverse emotion-focused psychological interventions can
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successfully address emotional processing deficits central to functional dyspepsia. The mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy protocol, emphasizing sustained nonjudgmental awareness of internal states, and the
emotional freedom techniques protocol, integrating cognitive focus with somatic tapping and emotional
exposure, both significantly reduced difficulty identifying feelings, difficulty describing feelings, and
externally oriented thinking. Critically, no statistically significant difference emerged between the two
interventions, indicating their equivalence in clinical impact. These findings hold substantial clinical
significance for psychosomatic gastrointestinal care, as they validate the integration of emotion-focused
psychological approaches into standard functional dyspepsia management. The stability of treatment gains at
two months suggests these interventions foster durable changes in emotional awareness rather than transient
symptom relief, potentially reducing long-term healthcare utilization associated with persistent functional
dyspepsia symptoms. From a practical standpoint, both interventions can be implemented in group formats
within gastroenterology and psychosomatic clinics, offering cost-effective strategies to enhance emotional
regulation in chronic gastrointestinal patients. Future research should explore extended follow-up periods to
assess long-term maintenance, incorporate physiological markers to examine mind-body mechanisms, and
investigate combined models of MBCT and EFT for potential synergistic effects. Additionally, replication in
multi-center settings with diverse populations would strengthen generalizability. The results underscore the
importance of addressing alexithymia as a transdiagnostic vulnerability factor in functional gastrointestinal
disorders, supporting the growing evidence that emotion-focused psychological interventions are essential
components of comprehensive psychosomatic care. By improving emotional awareness and reducing
alexithymia, these approaches may not only alleviate gastrointestinal symptoms but also enhance broader
psychosocial functioning, ultimately improving quality of life for patients with functional dyspepsia.
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