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Background: The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of the
Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment on depressive symptoms and alexithymia in
adolescents with social anxiety disorder.

Method: This semi-experimental study employed a pretest-posttest design with
a control group. The statistical population consisted of all female adolescents
diagnosed with social anxiety disorder attending public secondary schools in
Eslamshahr during the winter of 2023. A sample of 30 participants was selected
through multi-stage cluster sampling and randomly assigned to experimental
(n=15) and control (n= 15) groups. The assessment tools included the Social
Phobia Inventory (SPIN), Kutcher Adolescent Depression Scale-11 (KADS-II),
and Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20). Only the experimental group
received the intervention, consisting of 12 treatment sessions. Data were
analyzed using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA).

Results: After controlling for pretest scores, the experimental group showed a
statistically significant greater reduction in depressive symptoms and
alexithymia compared to the control group (p< 0.01), indicating the
effectiveness of the Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment in alleviating these
symptoms.

Conclusion: The Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment led to significant
reductions in depressive symptoms and alexithymia, likely due to its focus on
emotional regulation and underlying transdiagnostic processes common across
emotional disorders, thereby contributing to the overall psychological
improvement of adolescents.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD) is
characterized by the avoidance of social
situations and an intense fear of negative
evaluation. In adolescence, it is often
comorbid with other emotional disorders
such as depression and alexithymia.
Adolescent depression typically manifests as
low mood, social withdrawal, and a
perceived inability to engage with others.
Meanwhile,  alexithymia—defined  as
difficulty in identifying and expressing
emotions—impairs emotional regulation and
leads to maladaptive avoidance strategies.
Adolescents with SAD frequently struggle to
express their emotions, which exacerbates
their difficulties in social interactions and
increases their susceptibility to negative
mood states and emotional avoidance.
Evidence suggests that both depression and
alexithymia are common outcomes of
sustained social anxiety and emotional
dysregulation.

Standard disorder-specific treatments may
be insufficient to address the complexity of
comorbid emotional difficulties. Unified
transdiagnostic  treatment (UTT), by
targeting shared underlying components
such as emotional avoidance, cognitive
inflexibility, and poor emotional awareness,
has emerged as a novel and promising
approach to reducing emotional problems in
adolescents. UTT incorporates techniques
such as emotional awareness training,
interoceptive and situational exposure, and
emotion-focused behavioral modification,
aiming to enhance emotional regulation
capacities.

Given the high prevalence of SAD in
adolescents and its frequent co-occurrence
with depression and alexithymia, this study
aimed to investigate the effectiveness of
Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment in
reducing  depressive  symptoms  and
alexithymia in adolescents diagnosed with
Social Anxiety Disorder
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Method

This study employed a quasi-experimental
design with a pretest-posttest control group.
The statistical population included all female
students in the second level of high school
(10th to 12th grade) in public schools of
Eslamshahr during the winter of 2023. Using
a multistage cluster sampling method, three
schools were first randomly selected,
followed by three classes from each school.
From a total of 285 available students, 42
volunteered and participated in the initial
screening with informed consent. Of these,
37 students scored above the cut-off point on
the Social Phobia Inventory (SPIN) and were
referred for a clinical interview based on the
DSM-5-TR. Eventually, 30 adolescent
students who simultaneously exhibited
symptoms of social anxiety, depression, and
alexithymia were deemed eligible and were
randomly assigned to experimental and
control groups (15 in each group).

The sample size was determined using
G*Power software with a medium effect size
(0.5), a significance level of 0.05, and a
statistical power of 0.80.

Inclusion criteria consisted of: being 15-17
years old, meeting the diagnostic criteria for
all three target symptoms, no comorbid
psychiatric disorders, and not receiving any
concurrent treatment. Exclusion criteria
included: use of psychiatric medication,
withdrawal from treatment, or missing more
than two sessions.

Research instruments included the Social
Phobia Inventory (SPIN), the Kutcher
Adolescent Depression Scale (KADS-II),
and the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-
20). The experimental group received 12
sessions of Unified Transdiagnostic
Treatment (based on the localized version of
Barlow et al.’s protocol), each lasting 60 to
75 minutes. The control group received no
intervention. The post-test was administered
after the completion of the sessions.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26
and one-way ANCOVA. Statistical
assumptions were assessed and confirmed
prior to analysis.
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Results

A total of 30 adolescents with SAD were
randomly assigned to the experimental and
control groups (15 per group). The two
groups were comparable in terms of age,
with no significant differences. Post-
intervention analysis showed a significant

reduction in depressive symptoms and
alexithymia scores in the experimental
group, whereas the control group showed no
significant change.

Statistical assumptions for ANCOVA were
met. The results are summarized in the
following table:

Table 1. ANCOVA Summary for Depression and Alexithymia

Variable Group Adjusted Mean SS df MS F p-value | Effect Size
Depression |_EXperimental 16.7 47489 | 1 | 474.894 | 163.737 | 0.0001 0.858
P Control 24.8
| Experimental 45.3 31374 | 1 | 313738 | 62605 | 0.0001 0.699
Alexithymia
Control 51.8
The findings indicate that Unified expression skills, the intervention may
Transdiagnostic ~ Treatment  produced improve emotional regulation and social
significant and clinically meaningful functioning.
reductions in both  depression and Furthermore, the focus on modifying

alexithymia. The large effect sizes suggest a
strong therapeutic impact, highlighting the
role of improved emotional processes in
reducing symptoms.

Conclusion

This study examined the effectiveness of
Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment in
reducing  depressive  symptoms  and
alexithymia among adolescents with Social
Anxiety Disorder. Controlling for pre-test
scores, significant differences were observed
between the experimental and control groups
for both outcomes. The results support the
efficacy of UTT in alleviating comorbid
emotional symptoms in adolescents with
SAD.

These findings align with previous research
demonstrating the effectiveness of culturally
adapted versions of UTT in treating
depression and anxiety. The therapeutic
mechanisms likely include emotional
acceptance training, cognitive restructuring,
and interoceptive exposure, which help
participants shift away from maladaptive
strategies such as avoidance and
suppression. By increasing awareness of the
emotion-behavior cycle, reducing automatic
negative thoughts, and enhancing emotion
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dysfunctional emotion regulation patterns—
such as experiential avoidance and fear of
emotion expression—appears effective in
reducing alexithymia. Techniques such as
mindfulness, emotional acceptance, and
cognitive reappraisal were key mechanisms
contributing to this improvement.

Overall, these results highlight the utility of
Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment not only
in managing anxiety symptoms but also in
addressing deeper emotional difficulties like
depression and alexithymia in adolescents
with SAD.
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