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Background: Aging is a critical stage in every human’s development,
which, due to age-related deficiencies and decline, brings about specific
physical, cognitive, psychological, and social changes. The aim of the
present study was to compare the effectiveness of schema therapy and
mindfulness training on death anxiety and feelings of meaninglessness
among elderly women with hypochondriasis (illness anxiety disorder) in
2024.

Method: This study was a quasi-experimental design with a pretest-
posttest control group and a three-month follow-up. The statistical
population consisted of elderly women residing in nursing homes
Mehrjooyan in Ahwaz City who exhibited symptoms of illness anxiety
disorder. To conduct this research, initially, 45 eligible elderly women
who met the inclusion criteria were selected through convenience
sampling. They were then randomly assigned to either the experimental
groups (schema therapy and mindfulness-based therapy) or the control
group, with 15 participants in each group. First, a pretest was
administered to all three groups. The mindfulness-based training group
received 8 sessions (one 60-minute session per week), and the schema
therapy training group also received 8 sessions (one 60-minute session
per week) of their respective interventions, while the control group was
placed on a waiting list. Upon completion of the interventions, all three
groups underwent a posttest, and finally, a follow-up assessment was
conducted after a three-month interval. The data collection tools were
the Templer Death Anxiety Scale (1970) and the Meaning in Life
Questionnaire by Steger et al. (2006). The obtained data were analyzed
using repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) with the help of
SPSS software, version 26.

Results: The results indicated that both mindfulness-based training and
schema therapy were effective in reducing death anxiety and diminishing
feelings of meaninglessness (increasing meaning in life) (P < 0.05).
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Furthermore, there was no significant difference between the
effectiveness of mindfulness-based training and schema therapy in
reducing death anxiety among elderly women (P > 0.05). However,
mindfulness-based training was more effective than schema therapy in
reducing increasing meaning in life (feelings of meaninglessness) (P <
0.05). Additionally, the obtained results remained stable during the
follow-up period.

Conclusion: In conclusion, utilizing these therapeutic methods—
mindfulness and schema therapy—can enhance the psychological well-
being of elderly women with illness anxiety disorder, and the application
of these approaches is recommended for counselors and psychologists.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction:

Aging is a sensitive stage of development
that involves physical and psychological
changes (Ergin et al., 2023). Some elderly
individuals, despite having good physical
health, are concerned about their well-
being. This condition was historically
known in  psychiatric literature as
hypochondriasis  (American  Psychiatric
Association, 2013). In the fifth edition, text
revision, of the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5-TR),
this diagnostic category was redefined into
two new frameworks: Somatic Symptom
Disorder and Illness Anxiety Disorder
(IAD). Considering the nature of the
concerns reported in the current research
population, the  study's  conceptual
framework was designed based on IlIness
Anxiety Disorder. Illness anxiety is a
construct that exists on a continuum from a
lack of concern to excessive worry about
health. The physical changes ¢ and
psychological problems of the elderly. may
lead them to experience death “anXiety
(Miner et al., 2017) and meanifnglessness n
life (Andres et al., 2019). Regarding the
improvement of psychalogical problems in
the elderly, mindfulness interventions have
been proposed and=used to, reduce death
anxiety (Fallahi“et al., 2024)jand improve
the meaning_of life (Pandya’Smrita, 2025),
and schema therapy has been applied to
reduce, anxiety (Sharma et al., 2019) and
meaningtessness (Webb, 2012).

Method

The present study, approved under the
ethical code IR.IUA.TABRIZ.REC.1404-
168 by Islamic Azad University, Tabriz
Branch, was a quasi-experimental trial with
a pretest-posttest control group design and a
three-month  follow-up.  The  study
population comprised elderly women
residing at the Mehrjuyan nursing home in
Ahvaz, who met the DSM-5-TR diagnostic

criteria for Illness Anxiety Disorder and
satisfied the study's inclusion conditions.
Given the study's objectives, a purposive
sample of 45 eligible individuals was
selected and then randomly allocated into
three groups of 15 participants each: a
schema therapy group, a mindfulness
training group, and a control group. The
data collection instruments were the
Templer Death Anxiety Scale (DAS)
(1970) and the Steger et al. Meaning in Life
Questionnaire (MLQ) (2006), both of which
have demonstrated acceptable validity and
reliability. The schema therapy protocol,
based on the model by Young et al. (2003),
consisted of 8 sixty-minute sessions. The
mindfulness training protocol was based on
Kabat-Zinn's  (1990) Mindfulness-Based
Stress Reduction (MBSR) program and
involved 8 sixty-minute group sessions
conducted weekly. The control group did
not receive any active intervention. The
dependent variables (death anxiety and
sense of meaninglessness) were assessed at
three time points: pretest, immediate
posttest after the intervention, and at the
three-month follow-up. The collected data
were analyzed using repeated-measures
analysis of variance (ANOVA).

Results:

The results indicated that there was a
difference in the mean scores of death
anxiety and a sense of meaninglessness
(lower meaning in life) among the two
experimental groups (mindfulness and
schema therapy) and the control group
across the pre-test, post-test, and follow-up
stages. To determine the size of the
difference in effectiveness between the
experimental groups and the control group,
a mixed-design analysis of variance (mixed
ANOVA) was employed. Prior to
conducting the mixed ANOVA, its key
assumptions—such as homogeneity of
variances and normality of distribution—
were tested and confirmed.



Table 1. Univariate tests for comparing the effectiveness of mindfulness intervention and schema therapy on the
variable of death anxiety and the components of meaning in life

Source Scale Sum of df Mean F P n?
Squares Square
Within- Death Anxiety 364/15 2 182/07  233/38 0/000 0/89
Subjects  Finding the meaning of life ~ 971/75 2 485/87  188/83 0/000 0/87
(Time) The degree of 932/86 2 466/43  158/96 0/000  0/85
meaningfulness in life
Time x Death Anxiety 0/82 2 0/41 0/52  0/593 0/01
Group Finding the meaning of life ~ 368/35 2 184/17 22/97  0/000 0/45
The degree of 74/82 2 37/41 14/54  0/000=0/34
meaningfulness in life
Error Death Anxiety 43/69 58 0/78
(Time) Finding the meaning of life ~ 144/08 58 2/57
The degree of 164/31 58 2/93

meaningfulness in life

Based on the findings reported in Table 5, it
is clear that the interaction between group
and the repeated factor for the variable of
death anxiety is not statistically significant.
This result indicates that there is no
statistically significant difference between
the two experimental groups (i.e., schema
therapy and mindfulness). On the other
hand, it is evident that the interaction
between group and the repeated factor for
the components of the meaning in, life
variable (finding the meaning of ‘life)
(F2,58=14.54; P<.01), and the)degree ,of
meaningfulness in lifeg, (F2,58=19.11;
P<.01) is statistically sighificant. According
to the descriptive statisticspmgfor the
mindfulness experimental group, the scores
for the component, of finding meaning in
life increased=from 13.33 in the pre-test to
22.33 in the post-test(ie., an increase of
about 9 paints), and the changes remained
largely stablenin the follow-up phase with a
value of 22.13. However, the scores of the
schema therapy group increased from 17.66
to~22.86"(i.e., about 5 points), and the
obtained result remained largely stable with
a value of 22.53. Also, for the mindfulness
experimental group, the scores for the
component of degree of meaningfulness in
life increased from 13.60 in the pre-test to
22.86 in the post-test (i.e., an increase of
about 9 points), and the changes remained
largely stable in the follow-up phase with a

value of 22.60. However, the scores of the
schema therapy group tacreased from 17.80
to 22.86 (i.e.,;about 5 points), and the
obtained-result remained largely stable with
a value of 22.66./This finding indicates that
mindfulness i1$'more effective in increasing
the “_score/> of meaningfulness in life
(reducing” the feeling of emptiness)
compared to schema therapy.

Conclusion:

In explaining the effectiveness of
mindfulness on death anxiety, it can be
stated that mindfulness encourages
individuals to practice attending to the
characteristics of their experiences in a non-
judgmental manner. This leads to specific
encoding (as opposed to global
generalization of information) in memory,
which in turn facilitates specific retrieval
from memory. Consequently, this approach
aids in the non-judgmental modulation of
emotions and the acceptance of emotions
and physical phenomena as they occur.
Schema therapy, within the therapeutic
process, assists patients in challenging the
maladaptive schemas that cause anxiety,
thereby fostering a healthy inner voice and
empowering their healthy mental state
(Youshizadeh et al, 202).

Another finding of the research is that
mindfulness-based therapy is more effective
than schema therapy in increasing finding



meaning in life.  Mindfulness, by
strengthening non-judgmental awareness of
the present moment and reducing focus on
imaginary physical threats, provides the
cognitive space necessary for meaning
reconstruction; whereas schema therapy
mainly focuses on reprocessing early
maladaptive memories and faces time and

cognitive limitations in the elderly
population.  Mindfulness, by reducing
rumination and increasing attentional

flexibility, allows the elderly person to
break free from being trapped by bodily
symptoms and rediscover valuable goals
and relationships. The main mechanism of
increasing the degree of meaningfulness in
mindfulness is cultivating non-reactive
awareness and acceptance of mortality,
which reduces the feeling of existential
emptiness; in contrast, schema therapy
focuses more on reducing fear of illness and
does not directly address the component of
meaningfulness.
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