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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Psychosomatic disorders are characterized by physical symptoms that are substantially
influenced or exacerbated by psychological factors and lack a clear medical explanation.
According to recent evidence, these conditions involve complex interactions among chronic
stress, anxiety, depression, trauma, negative experiences, alexithymia, and neurochemical
changes (Chauhan & Jain, 2024; Geng, 2022). The prevalence of psychosomatic disorders
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is estimated at 5—7%, and women are approximately ten times more likely to be affected than men
(D’Souza & Hooten, 2023). Patients commonly report gastrointestinal problems, chest pain,
cardiac concerns, headaches, and neuromuscular complaints (Efremov, 2020; Feng et al., 2021;
Omarov et al., 2025; Tomik et al., 2022). Health anxiety, defined as excessive worry about having
or developing a serious illness, often intensifies these problems and creates a vicious cycle in
which physical symptoms increase anxiety and anxiety, in turn, exacerbates physical symptoms
(Boukdir et al., 2022). This cycle can prolong treatment and worsen outcomes. Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) is a third-wave cognitive-behavioral approach that aims to increase
psychological flexibility rather than directly change cognitive content. ACT targets acceptance,
mindfulness, present-moment awareness, cognitive defusion, values, and committed action
(Konovalova, 2023; Reyes, 2022; Yildiz, 2020). Recent studies suggest that ACT can improve
psychological and physical functioning in patients with psychosomatic and health anxiety
problems (Burian et al., 2021; Kallese et al., 2021; Petersen, 2023; Sweeney et al., 2025).
However, research on ACT for women with psychosomatic symptoms and health anxiety,
particularly in Iranian cultural contexts, remains limited. Therefore, the present study aimed to
determine the effectiveness of ACT on psychosomatic symptoms and health anxiety in women
with physical diseases.

Method

This applied, quasi-experimental study used a pretest—posttest control group design. The
statistical population consisted of women with psychosomatic symptoms (cardiovascular and
gastrointestinal complaints) who attended public treatment centers in Mashhad, Iran. Of 100
eligible patients, 30 were selected through purposive sampling after screening and a definitive
diagnosis of psychosomatic disorder by a psychiatrist. They were randomly assigned to the
experimental (n = 15) and control (n = 15) groups. Inclusion criteria were informed consent,
literacy, age of 20—45 years, no simultaneous participation in other interventions, a score above
50 on the Psychosomatic Complaints Scale (PCS; Takata & Sakata, 2004), a score above 25 on
the Health Anxiety Inventory (HAI-18; Salkovskis et al., 2002), and the presence of physical
symptoms (gastrointestinal and/or cardiovascular). Exclusion criteria were withdrawal from the
study, simultaneous use of other psychotherapies, and absence from more than two treatment
sessions. Ethical considerations included explaining the objectives and procedures, obtaining
informed consent, ensuring confidentiality and anonymity, voluntary participation, no imposed
costs, and the right to withdraw at any time. The instruments were the PCS (Takata & Sakata,
2004) and the HAI-18 (Salkovskis et al., 2002). After the pretest, the experimental group received
eight weekly 90-minute ACT sessions based on Hayes and Strosahl (2018), delivered by an expert
psychologist, while the control group received no intervention. Both groups completed the
posttest. Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS
version 25.
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Results

Descriptive statistics showed that, in the experimental group, psychosomatic symptoms decreased
from 56.40 + 4.87 at pretest to 49.70 + 4.52 at posttest, whereas the control group changed from
58.62 £ 4.05 to 57.50 + 4.34. Health anxiety in the experimental group decreased from 31.50 +
4.26 to 24.80 + 4.62, whereas the control group changed from 30.81 + 4.32 to 31.21 + 4.14.
Assumption checks indicated normal distribution (Shapiro—Wilk, p > .05), homogeneity of
variances (Levene’s test, p > .05), homogeneity of covariance matrices (Box’s M, p > .05), a
significant Bartlett’s test of sphericity (p <.001), homogeneity of regression slopes (p > .05), and
a significant effect of the pretest covariate (p <.001). The multivariate test was significant (Wilks’
A =0.18, F=24.85, p<.001). ANCOVA revealed a significant group effect for psychosomatic
symptoms (F = 52.94, p = .001, #? = .80) and for health anxiety (¥ = 7.64, p = .016, n? = .37).
Adjusted means showed that, at posttest, the experimental group had significantly lower
psychosomatic symptoms and health anxiety than the control group. Therefore, ACT significantly
reduced both psychosomatic symptoms and health anxiety in women with physical diseases.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study examined the effectiveness of ACT on psychosomatic symptoms and health
anxiety in women with physical diseases. ACT significantly reduced both outcomes, consistent
with recent studies supporting its efficacy for psychosomatic and health-related anxiety problems
(Burian et al., 2021; Kallese et al., 2021; Petersen, 2023; Sweeney et al., 2025). Rather than
eliminating problematic thoughts and emotions, ACT helps patients accept their internal
experiences and stop struggling with them, which may reduce preoccupation with physical
symptoms and improve adjustment (Sweeney et al., 2025). Clarifying core values and committing
to value-based action may also shift attention from bodily sensations toward meaningful activities
and improve quality of life, while defusion allows patients to view thoughts about physical
symptoms as merely thoughts and to respond to them less reactively (Kallese et al., 2021). The
reduction in health anxiety agrees with earlier evidence (Delhom et al., 2022; Petersen, 2023).
Health anxiety involves misinterpretation of bodily signs and distorted beliefs about health; ACT
teaches patients to experience illness-related thoughts as just thoughts and to keep engaging in
valued activities instead of responding to them (Petersen, 2023). Mindfulness may also keep
attention on present activities rather than on the fear of becoming ill (Petersen, 2023), and reduced
experiential avoidance may lower tension and illness anxiety (Konovalova, 2023). Given the
vicious cycle between physical symptoms and health anxiety (Boukdir et al., 2022; Chauhan &
Jain, 2024), an intervention that targets both by increasing psychological flexibility (Konovalova,
2023; Reyes, 2022) may help weaken this cycle. The study has limitations: a small sample from
a single city, no follow-up assessment, and a no-intervention control group, which cannot separate
ACT-specific effects from nonspecific therapeutic factors. Future studies should include follow-
up periods to test the durability of ACT effects, use larger and more diverse samples, and compare
ACT with other psychological approaches. Overall, the findings support ACT as an appropriate
intervention for reducing psychosomatic symptoms and health anxiety in women with physical
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diseases, and counselors and therapists in health psychology settings are encouraged to address
both psychological and physical factors when treating these patients.
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