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Objective: The study aimed to examine the effectiveness of group training based on
Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT) on anxiety sensitivity, aggression, and depression in
women with premenstrual syndrome (PMS).

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pre-test—post-test control
group design. The statistical population consisted of female students at Ferdowsi
University of Mashhad. Thirty participants were selected through convenience
sampling and randomly assigned to the experimental and control groups. The
experimental group attended six 90-minute EFT-based group therapy sessions, while
the control group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Anxiety
Sensitivity Index (ASI), the Beck Depression Inventory-I1 (BDI-II),and the Buss-Peny
Aggression Questionnaire (AQ). Data were analyzed using multivariate and univarnate
covariance analyses in SPSS-23.

Findings: The multivariate ANCOVA results revealed a significant difference
between the post-test mean scores of the experimental and control groups for all
dependent variables (P<0.05). The overall effect size (n> = 0.54) indicated a strong
impact of EFT group training on reducing anxiety sensitivity, aggression, and
depression among women with PMS.

Conclusion: Emotion-Focused Therapy group training significantly reduced anxiety
sensitivity, aggression, and depression in women with PMS. By enhancing emotional
awareness, inproving emotion regulation, and fostering secure relationalpatterns, EFT
can serve as an effective therapeutic intervention for psychological symptoms
associated with the premenstrual period.

Keywords: Emotion-focused therapy, Premenstrual syndrome; Anxiety sensitivity,
Aggression; Depression
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Premenstrual Syndrome (PMS) is one of the most common cyclical disorders among women of
reproductive age, characterized by recurrent emotional, physical, and behavioral symptoms that appear in
the luteal phase of the menstrual cycle and typically disappear after menstruation begins. The World
Health Organization recognizes PMS as a major public health issue due to its widespread prevalence and
significant impact on women’s daily functioning, emotional well-being, and quality of life (Sarla, 2020).
Studies conducted in various populations have shown that up to 80—-90% of women experience some
degree of PMS symptoms during their lifetime, while between 20—40% suffer from moderate to severe
symptoms (Chumpalovaetal, 2020). A large-scale meta-analysis in Iran revealed a prevalence rate of 69%
among female university students and 54% among women in the general population (Ranjbaranetal,2017).

The clinical manifestations of PMS fall into three categories: emotional, such as depression,
anxiety, irritability, and mood swings; physical, such as bloating, breast tenderness, and headaches; and
behavioral, such as appetite changes, crying spells, and withdrawal from social interactions (Bhuvaneswari
etal, 2019; del Mar Fernandezet al., 2019). The etiology of PMS is multifactorial, involving the interaction of
biological, psychological, and social factors. While hormonal fluctuations are primary triggers,
psychological vulnerability—especially anxiety sensitivity and poor emotion regulation—plays a crucial
role in symptom exacerbation (Taylor,2014).

Anxiety sensitivity, defined as the fear of anxiety-related sensations, is one of the most prominent
cognitive features in women with PMS. It leads individuals to interpret normal physiological changes as
threatening, thus intensifying psychological distress (Bayramietal, 2012). Studies have shown that people
with higher anxiety sensitivity are more likely to experience increased physiological arousal and
catastrophic thinking during stressful events (Wheaton et al,, 2012). Consequently, anxiety sensitivity not
only heightens the perception of bodily discomfort but also perpetuates a maladaptive cycle of emotional
reactivity and rumination during the premenstrual phase.

In addition to anxiety, aggression is another key emotional component observed in women with
PMS. Women frequently report irritability, anger, and a lower threshold for frustration during the
premenstrual period. Research on Turkish adolescent girls revealed a positive correlation between PMS
severity and aggression tendencies (Evcili & Guclu, 2022). Aggression and emotional dysregulation may arise
as secondary responses to unmet emotional needs, physiological discomfort, or heightened anxiety.
Likewise, depressive symptoms are frequently comorbid with PMS, and women who experience severe
premenstrual symptoms are at a higher risk for developing major depressive disorder in later life (Hou et
al,, 2023).

Various therapeutic strategies have been employed to alleviate PMS symptoms. Pharmacological
interventions such as selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) have demonstrated some efficacy in
reducing mood instability but are often associated with side effects like nausea, insomnia, and headaches,
leading many women to discontinue medication prematurely (Sepehrirad et al, 2018). As a result,
psychological interventions have gained increasing attention as safer and more sustainable treatment
options. Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) has shown effectiveness in modifying maladaptive beliefs
and coping mechanisms (Nazarietal,2012). However, CBT primarily targets cognitive restructuring rather



than direct emotional experience, which is a core challenge for women suffering from PMS (Sanagouye
Mobharrer et al., 2018).

Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT) has emerged as a promising alternative that directly addresses
emotional processing and awareness. Rooted in humanistic and attachment theories, EFT emphasizes the
adaptive function of emotion and seeks to transform maladaptive emotional responses through awareness,
expression, and regulation (Johnson & Campbell, 2021; Vrana & Greenberg, 2018). According to the theoretical
framework proposed by Greenberg and later elaborated by Timulak, EFT operates on the principle that
emotional transformation—rather than suppression or avoidance—is essential for psychological change
(Timulak et al, 2018). This process allows individuals to access, experience, and reframe their emotions in a
safe therapeutic environment.

Empirical evidence supports the efficacy of EFT in treating a wide range of psychological
disorders. Studies have demonstrated its effectiveness in reducing anxiety, depression, and interpersonal
distress across diverse populations (Dehnaviet al, 2024; Esmari Barde Zard et al., 2017; Mortaz Hajri & Mashhadi,
2016). In women with premenstrual dysphoric disorder, EFT significantly improved emotional regulation,
self-compassion, and marital satisfaction (Shareh et al, 2022). Moreover, qualitative research has revealed
that group EFT enhances participants’ experiences of self-understanding, vulnerability, and connection
with others, leading to deeper emotional growth (Sharbanee et al., 2024).

Recent systematic reviews and meta-analyses further confirm that Emotion-Focused Group
Therapy (EFGT) is an empirically validated intervention capable of producing meaningful improvements
in affective functioning. A review of 288 studies concluded that EFT group interventions meet high-
quality standards and are particularly beneficial for individuals with mood and anxiety disorders (Song et
al, 2024). Similarly, (Roudsari, 2024) demonstrated that emotion-centered and metacognitive therapies
effectively alleviate dysfunction and distress in women with premenstrual dysphoric disorder. These
findings, along with growing evidence from Iranian studies (Minaei, 2022; Shokrolahi et al., 2023), highlight
the therapeutic value of targeting emotion regulation in populations vulnerable to cyclical mood
fluctuations.

Given that PMS involves prominent emotional and interpersonal disturbances, and considering the
growing body of evidence supporting EFT as an integrative approach combining emotional awareness,
cognitive restructuring, and attachment repair, it is crucial to examine its impact on women experiencing
premenstrual symptoms. Therefore, the present study aims to evaluate the effectiveness of group training
based on Emotion-Focused Therapy on anxiety sensitivity, aggression, and depression in women with
Premenstrual Syndrome.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and a control group. The
statistical population consisted of female students residing in dormitories at Ferdowsi University of
Mashhad. A total of 30 participants were recruited using convenience sampling and randomly assigned to
experimental (n = 15) and control (n = 15) groups.

Inclusion criteria were: being between 18—40 years old, having mild to moderate PMS symptoms,
regular menstrual cycles for at least one year, and willingness to participate. Exclusion criteria included
current psychological treatment or medication use, severe mental illness, and absence from more than two

therapy sessions.
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The experimental group received six 90-minute sessions of Emotion-Focused Group Therapy
conducted by a trained psychologist. The control group received no intervention during the study period.

The assessment tools included the Anxiety Sensitivity Index (ASI) by Floyd et al., the Beck
Depression Inventory-II (BDI-II), and the Buss-Perry Aggression Questionnaire (AQ). Data were
analyzed using SPSS version 23 with multivariate and univariate covariance analyses to evaluate the
significance of post-test differences between the two groups.

Findings

Demographic data indicated that participants’ ages ranged from 19 to 35 years in the experimental
group and from 19 to 40 years in the control group. In total, 53% of participants had severe PMS
symptoms, while 47% experienced moderate symptoms.

The results of the multivariate covariance analysis showed a significant difference between the
experimental and control groups in the dependent variables (P <0.05, Wilks’ Lambda =0.46, F =10.162,
n? = 0.54). After controlling for pre-test scores, the post-test means revealed a significant reduction in
anxiety sensitivity, aggression, and depression among participants in the experimental group compared to
the control group.

Specifically, the mean anxiety sensitivity scores decreased from 48.00 to 40.00 in the experimental
group, whereas no notable change occurred in the control group (46.8 to 46.86). Similarly, aggression
scores declined from 70.4 to 61.2 in the experimental group, while the control group’s scores remained
relatively stable (65.73 to 65.66). Depression scores showed a significant decrease from 41.6 to 33.86 in
the experimental group, in contrast to minimal change in the control group (42.4 to 42.4).

Univariate ANCOVA results confirmed the statistical significance of these differences: anxiety
sensitivity (F =2.928, p <0.001, n?>= 0.10), aggression (F =4.985, p=0.034, 1> =0.16), and depression
(F=1.374,p < 0.001, n*> = 0.05). Overall, the intervention accounted for 54% of the variance in post-test
outcomes across all three psychological dimensions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrated that group training based on Emotion-Focused Therapy
effectively reduced anxiety sensitivity, aggression, and depression in women with Premenstrual
Syndrome. These outcomes underscore the pivotal role of emotional processing in mitigating
psychological distress associated with cyclical hormonal and affective changes.

From a theoretical standpoint, EFT encourages participants to recognize and experience their
emotions as adaptive signals rather than threats. By validating their emotional experiences within a
supportive group setting, women learned to reinterpret physical and psychological symptoms more
compassionately, thereby breaking the cycle of fear and avoidance that fuels anxiety sensitivity.

The significant reduction in aggression can be attributed to EFT’s emphasis on transforming
secondary emotions, such as anger and irritability, into primary emotions like sadness or vulnerability.
Through guided exercises and group interactions, participants developed greater empathy, self-awareness,
and the ability to express emotions assertively rather than reactively.

Similarly, the observed decline in depression levels reflects the restorative effect of emotional
processing and self-compassion cultivated during EFT sessions. As participants learned to connect with
their emotional needs and reduce self-criticism, they experienced enhanced mood regulation and a
renewed sense of psychological security.



The findings suggest that Emotion-Focused Therapy provides an effective framework for
addressing the emotional dimensions of PMS by integrating emotional awareness, cognitive flexibility,
and interpersonal connection. By promoting acceptance and authentic expression of emotions, EFT
empowers women to cope more adaptively with the recurring psychological challenges associated with
their menstrual cycles.

These results have important implications for clinical practice, highlighting the value of
incorporating emotion-based interventions into counseling and therapeutic programs for women’s mental
health. Group EFT, in particular, offers both therapeutic efficiency and peer support, making it a practical
approach for university counseling centers and women’s health clinics.

In conclusion, Emotion-Focused Group Therapy significantly alleviates anxiety sensitivity,
aggression, and depression in women with PMS by fostering emotional awareness, self-acceptance, and
relational security. This study provides further evidence that interventions emphasizing emotional
transformation can enhance mental health and resilience among women experiencing premenstrual

distress.
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