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Abstract

The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of Cognitive-Behavioral Hypnotherapy (CBH) on
cognitive avoidance and perceived stress in individuals with symptoms of generalized anxiety. This quasi-
experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control group. The statistical population
consisted of individuals with symptoms of generalized anxiety who referred to licensed counseling,
psychotherapy, and psychiatric centers in Isfahan during the fourth quarter of 2024. A total of 40
participants were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and contro|
groups (20 participants in each group). The experimental group received Cognitive-Behavioral
Hypnotherapy in eight 60-minute sessions (two sessions per week over four weeks), while the control
group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale (GAD-
7), Cognitive Avoidance Questionnaire (CAQ), and Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-14). Data analysis was
performed using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) through SPSS version 26. The results
of covariance analysis indicated that after controlling for pretest scores, there were significant differences
between the experimental and control groups in posttest scores of cognitive avoidance and perceived stress
(P<0.001). The findings demonstrated that Cognitive-Behavioral Hypnotherapy significantly reduced
cognitive avoidance (F=6.39) and perceived stress (F=10.3) in the experimental group compared with the
control group. Effect size values also indicated a considerable impact of the intervention on improving the
examined psychological variables. The findings demonstrated that Cognitive-Behavioral Hypnotherapy
can be considered an effective psychological intervention for reducing cognitive avoidance and perceived
stress among individuals with symptoms of generalized anxiety. The integration of cognitive-behavioral
techniques with hypnotherapy strategies may reduce cognitive and emotional difficulties associated with
generalized anxiety by modifying dysfunctional cognitive patterns, improving emotional regulation, and
enhancing individuals” sense of control.

Keywords: Cognitive-Behavioral Hypnotherapy; Cognitive Avoidance; Perceived Stress; Generalized
Anxiety; Psychological Intervention
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) is one of the most prevalent and impairing anxiety-related conditions
characterized by excessive, persistent, and difficult-to-control worry regarding various aspects of daily life.
Individuals with symptoms of generalized anxiety frequently experience cognitive, emotional, and
physiological difficulties, including continuous apprehension, impaired concentration, irritability, muscular
tension, sleep problems, and reduced psychological functioning (Seo et al., 2026). The consequences of
generalized anxiety extend beyond emotional discomfort and may negatively influence social functioning,
occupational performance, quality of life, and healthcare-related outcomes (Duong et al., 2026). Previous
research has indicated that generalized anxiety is associated with complex cognitive and neuropsychological
mechanisms that contribute to the maintenance and persistence of symptoms over time (Duan et al., 2025).
Moreover, sleep disturbances and physiological dysregulation are frequently observed among individuals with
generalized anxiety symptoms, indicating the multidimensional nature of this psychological condition (Xue et
al., 2025).
Among the psychological mechanisms involved in generalized anxiety, cognitive avoidance has received
considerable attention. Cognitive avoidance refers to the tendency to avoid, suppress, or replace distressing
thoughts, images, and emotional experiences. Although such strategies may temporarily decrease
psychological discomfort, they prevent effective emotional processing and contribute to the persistence of
worry and anxiety symptoms. Cognitive models suggest that avoidance of threatening thoughts reduces
opportunities for adaptive cognitive restructuring and reinforces maladaptive beliefs about uncertainty and
threat (Wilson et al., 2026). Individuals with generalized anxiety often experience difficulties tolerating
uncertainty and may rely on avoidance-based cognitive strategies to reduce immediate distress, which
ultimately maintains the cycle of chronic worry (Riley et al., 2026). Therefore, interventions aimed at reducing
cognitive avoidance and improving adaptive engagement with thoughts and emotions may play an essential
role in the treatment of generalized anxiety symptoms.
Another important psychological factor associated with generalized anxiety is perceived stress, which reflects
an individual’s subjective evaluation of life situations as unpredictable, uncontrollable, or overwhelming.
Perceived stress is not determined solely by external events but is strongly influenced by cognitive appraisal
processes and coping resources. Individuals with anxiety symptoms often interpret everyday challenges as
more threatening and perceive themselves as less capable of managing stressful situations, resulting in elevated
psychological distress (Batmaz & Celik, 2026). Previous studies have demonstrated that perceived stress is
associated with several negative psychological outcomes and that psychological resources such as resilience
and effective coping abilities may influence the relationship between stress perception and mental health (Hu
et al.,, 2026). Furthermore, changes in perceived stress patterns have been associated with differences in
emotional adjustment and psychological functioning, emphasizing the importance of interventions targeting
stress appraisal mechanisms (Field-Gibson et al., 2026).
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Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) is considered one of the most effective evidence-based approaches for
anxiety disorders because it focuses on identifying maladaptive thoughts, restructuring dysfunctional beliefs,
and modifying ineffective behavioral responses. Research evidence has consistently supported the
effectiveness of CBT in reducing anxiety symptoms through changes in cognitive processing and coping
patterns (Hofmann & Smits, 2024). Meta-analytic findings have further confirmed that CBT interventions
contribute to symptom reduction and remission among individuals with anxiety disorders (Springer et al.,
2025). However, because some individuals continue to experience residual symptoms, integrated therapeutic
approaches have been developed to enhance treatment outcomes. Cognitive-Behavioral Hypnotherapy (CBH)
integrates cognitive-behavioral principles with hypnotic techniques such as focused attention, therapeutic
suggestion, imagery, and deep relaxation. This approach may facilitate cognitive restructuring by reducing
resistance to change and improving emotional processing. Evidence regarding cognitive-based interventions
has shown their effectiveness in modifying anxiety-related mechanisms and reducing psychological symptoms
(Carpenter et al., 2025). Additionally, approaches targeting metacognitive processes, worry regulation, and
maladaptive cognitive patterns have demonstrated beneficial effects in treating generalized anxiety symptoms
(Uzun & Yilmaz, 2026). Considering the importance of addressing cognitive and emotional mechanisms
simultaneously, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Cognitive-Behavioral
Hypnotherapy (CBH) on cognitive avoidance and perceived stress in individuals with symptoms of generalized
anxiety.

Methods and Materials

The present study was a quasi-experimental investigation using a pretest—posttest design with a control group.
The statistical population consisted of individuals with symptoms of generalized anxiety who referred to
licensed counseling, psychotherapy, and psychiatric centers in Isfahan during the fourth quarter of 2024. A
total of 40 eligible participants were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned into an
experimental group and a control group, with 20 participants in each group. Inclusion criteria consisted of
diagnosis of generalized anxiety symptoms by a psychologist or psychiatrist, obtaining the required score on
the Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale, having at least a high school diploma, absence of diagnosed comorbid
psychological disorders, being between 20 and 40 years old, and willingness to participate in the study.
Exclusion criteria included severe physical illness, substance-related disorders, withdrawal from participation,
simultaneous involvement in other psychological interventions, incomplete questionnaires, and absence from
more than two intervention sessions.

Data were collected using the Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale (GAD-7), Cognitive Avoidance
Questionnaire (CAQ), and Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-14). The experimental group received Cognitive-
Behavioral Hypnotherapy based on a structured therapeutic protocol. The intervention consisted of eight 60-
minute individual sessions delivered twice weekly over four weeks. The sessions included hypnotic induction,
deepening techniques, therapeutic suggestions, cognitive restructuring, guided imagery, emotional exposure,
reduction of avoidance patterns, self-hypnosis training, and consolidation of cognitive-behavioral changes.
The control group received no intervention during the study period. Data were analyzed using descriptive
statistics and multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) through SPSS version 26.

Findings

The demographic findings indicated that the experimental and control groups were comparable regarding age,
gender, educational level, employment status, and marital status, and no statistically significant differences
were observed between the groups before the intervention. The descriptive results demonstrated a reduction in
cognitive avoidance and perceived stress scores in the experimental group from pretest to posttest, while the
control group showed no considerable changes.

AR
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Before conducting the main analysis, statistical assumptions were examined. The results of Levene’s test
confirmed the homogeneity of variances, and the Shapiro—Wilk test indicated that the distribution of cognitive
avoidance and perceived stress scores followed the assumption of normality. Box’s M test also confirmed the
equality of variance—covariance matrices, and the examination of the interaction between pretest scores and
group membership supported the assumption of homogeneity of regression slopes.

The results of multivariate analysis of covariance indicated that, after controlling for pretest scores, there was
asignificant difference between the experimental and control groups in the combined dependent variables. The
findings showed that Cognitive-Behavioral Hypnotherapy had a significant effect on reducing cognitive
avoidance and perceived stress. Specifically, the results indicated significant improvements in cognitive
avoidance (F=6.39, P<0.001) and perceived stress (F=10.3, P<0.001) among participants receiving the
intervention compared with those in the control group. The obtained effect sizes demonstrated that the
intervention had a considerable impact on improving the studied psychological variables.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that Cognitive-Behavioral Hypnotherapy was effective in
reducing cognitive avoidance and perceived stress among individuals with symptoms of generalized anxiety.
The reduction in cognitive avoidance suggests that the intervention helped participants modify maladaptive
patterns of responding to distressing thoughts and emotions. Through cognitive restructuring, guided imagery,
hypnotic suggestions, and emotional exposure techniques, participants learned to approach rather than avoid
anxiety-related thoughts. This process likely contributed to improved cognitive flexibility and decreased
reliance on avoidance-based coping strategies.

The effectiveness of Cognitive-Behavioral Hypnotherapy in reducing perceived stress can also be explained
through changes in cognitive appraisal processes and emotional regulation abilities. Individuals with
generalized anxiety often perceive daily events as threatening and uncontrollable, which increases
psychological tension. The intervention provided participants with strategies for relaxation, self-regulation,
and modification of dysfunctional interpretations. By strengthening perceived control and improving coping
abilities, Cognitive-Behavioral Hypnotherapy reduced the subjective experience of stress.

Overall, the results suggest that the integration of cognitive-behavioral techniques with hypnotherapy may
provide a comprehensive therapeutic approach for individuals with generalized anxiety symptoms. This
intervention appears to influence multiple psychological mechanisms, including dysfunctional beliefs,
avoidance tendencies, emotional responses, and stress-related cognitive evaluations. Therefore, Cognitive-
Behavioral Hypnotherapy can be considered a promising intervention for reducing cognitive and emotional
difficulties associated with generalized anxiety and improving psychological adjustment.
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