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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the relationships of behavioral activation and
inhibition systems and fear of intimacy with psychosomatic symptoms and to
determine their predictive role among individuals with psychosomatic complaints.
This applied quantitative study employed a descriptive-correlational design. The
study population consisted of individuals with psychosomatic symptoms attending
psychological and psychiatric centers in Rasht, whose symptoms had been confirmed
by a psychologist. A total of 120 participants were selected using convenience
sampling. Data were collected using the Carver and White Behavioral
Inhibition/Behavioral Activation Systems (BIS/BAS) Scales, the Descutner and
Thelen Fear of Intimacy Scale, and the Lacourt et al. Psychosomatic Symptoms
Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26 through correlationand
multiple regression analyses. Psychosomatic symptoms were positively and
significantly correlated with the behavioral inhibition system (r=0.72, p<0.01) and
the behavioral activation system (r=0.90, p<0.01). Fear of intimacy was also
positively and significantly associated with psychosomatic symptoms (r=0.27,
p<0.01). Regression analysis indicated that the model predicting psychosomatic
symptoms was statistically significant (F=468.33, p<0.001), and the combined
behavioral inhibition-activation system significantly predicted psychosomatic
symptoms (f=0.831,t=16.22, p<0.001). Greater sensitivity of behavioral activation
and inhibition systems and higher fear of intimacy are associated with greater
psychosomatic symptom severity. Accordingly, assessment of threat- and reward-
related behavioral sensitivity together with interpersonal difficulties involving
intimacy may contribute to a more comprehensive psychological evaluation of
individuals presentingwith psychosomatic symptoms.

Keywords: Behavioral inhibition system, behavioral activation system, fear of
intimacy, psychosomatic symptoms, psychosomatic complaints
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Psychosomatic symptoms represent an important area at the intersection of clinical psychology, behavioral
medicine, and mental health because their development and persistence are influenced by complex interactions
among emotional, cognitive, behavioral, interpersonal, and physiological processes. Individuals with
psychosomatic complaints may experience a broad range of bodily symptoms, including pain, fatigue,
gastrointestinal discomfort, headaches, sleep disturbances, cardiovascular sensations, and other physical
complaints whose severity cannot always be fully explained by identifiable organic pathology. Contemporary
approaches therefore emphasize that psychosomatic symptoms should not be interpreted exclusively in terms
of either physical disease or isolated psychological distress. Rather, they may emerge through reciprocal
relationships among stress responsiveness, emotional regulation, cognitive appraisal, personality
characteristics, interpersonal functioning, and heightened attention to bodily sensations. Previous evidence has
shown that emotion regulation, defense mechanisms, and attachment-related processes contribute to the
prediction of psychosomatic symptoms, indicating that both intrapersonal and interpersonal mechanisms
should be considered when examining these complaints (Badaye et al., 2021).

Among the psychological mechanisms potentially involved in psychosomatic symptoms, the Behavioral
Inhibition System (BIS) and Behavioral Activation System (BAS) are particularly relevant. These systems
reflect individual differences in responsiveness to punishment, threat, conflict, reward, and goal-directed
incentives. BIS is primarily associated with sensitivity to threat, punishment, uncertainty, and conflict and is
commonly expressed through anxiety, caution, behavioral restraint, and avoidance. BAS, by contrast, is related
to reward sensitivity, approach motivation, incentive responsiveness, and goal-directed behavior. Individual
differences in these systems influence patterns of emotional experience, behavioral regulation, and responses
to environmental demands (Lerner et al., 2018; Subramanian et al., 2022). Evidence also indicates that
BIS/BAS functioning is associated with impulsivity and problematic behavioral tendencies (Xiang et al.,
2021), depressive symptoms (Li et al., 2023), and worry in conjunction with cognitive emotion regulation and
intolerance of uncertainty (Alizadeh et al., 2026).

The relevance of these systems may be particularly pronounced among individuals experiencing persistent
somatic complaints. Heightened behavioral inhibition can increase vigilance toward threatening or ambiguous
stimuli and may encourage negative interpretations of bodily sensations. Such processes can lead to increased
worry, physiological arousal, avoidance, and excessive monitoring of internal states. Studies involving chronic
somatic symptom disorders have demonstrated differences in behavioral activation-inhibition systems and
experiential avoidance between clinical and healthy groups (Nourouzi et al., 2021). Differences in brain-
behavioral systems have likewise been observed among individuals with migraine, nervous gastric ulcer, and
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healthy participants (Mirzaei & Khademi, 2021). In chronic pain populations, behavioral inhibition and
activation have also been associated with emotional regulation and functional outcomes (Serrano-Ibafiez et
al., 2018; Turner et al., 2021). Furthermore, emotional intelligence has been identified as a mechanism linking
BIS/BAS sensitivity with positive and negative affect, underscoring the importance of emotion-processing
capacities in determining the psychological consequences of behavioral sensitivity (Merchan-Clavellino et
al., 2019).

Emotional regulation may therefore provide an important explanatory pathway between behavioral systems
and psychosomatic complaints. Persistent suppression or ineffective management of emotional experiences
can maintain physiological activation and psychological distress. Quantitative evidence indicates that emotion
suppression is associated with altered acute physiological responses to stress (Tyra et al., 2024). The
consequences of emotion suppression may also vary according to cultural context, indicating that emotional
regulation is shaped by broader social and cultural processes (Kraus et al., 2024). Prolonged stress combined
with suppression of emotional experiences can consequently create conditions under which psychological
distress becomes increasingly expressed through bodily sensations.

In addition to behavioral sensitivity, fear of intimacy represents an important interpersonal factor that may
contribute to psychosomatic symptoms. Fear of intimacy refers to discomfort, anxiety, oravoidance regarding
emotional closeness, self-disclosure, interpersonal vulnerability, and dependence within close relationships.
Individuals with high fear of intimacy may suppress emotional needs, avoid meaningful disclosure, and
maintain greater interpersonal distance. Research suggests that emotional abuse may contribute to fear of
intimacy through insecure attachment patterns and rejection sensitivity (Finzi-Dottan & Abadi, 2024). Fear
of intimacy has also been linked to important emotional and interpersonal behavioral processes (Neilson et
al., 2023). More broadly, restricted emotional expression and suppression have been associated with
psychological distress under conditions of chronic stress (Singh et al., 2023). Since close relationships
constitute an important source of emotional regulation and perceived support, difficulty establishing intimacy
may reduce access to protective interpersonal resources. Evidence that personality characteristics are
associated with perceived social support and health-related behaviors further highlights the relevance of
interpersonal functioning to health outcomes (Ginting et al., 2014). Accordingly, simultaneous examination
of behavioral activation-inhibition systems and fear of intimacy may provide a more comprehensive
understanding of psychological factors associated with psychosomatic symptoms. Therefore, the present study
aimed to investigate the relationships of behavioral activation and inhibition systems and fear of intimacy with
psychosomatic symptoms among individuals with psychosomatic complaints.

Methods and Materials

The present study was applied in purpose, quantitative in approach, and descriptive-correlational in design.
The statistical population consisted of individuals with psychosomatic symptoms who had attended
psychological and psychiatric centers in Rasht and whose psychosomatic complaints had been confirmed by a
psychologist. Because the population size was considered unlimited, a sample of 120 participants was selected
through convenience sampling.

Eligibility criteria included experiencing psychosomatic symptoms and attending counseling or psychological
services in Rasht during the study period. Individuals with chronic physical diseases at the time of the
investigation, participants who did not complete the questionnaires adequately, and those who developed acute
symptoms interfering with participation were excluded.

Three self-report instruments were administered. Behavioral activation and inhibition were assessed using the
Behavioral Inhibition System/Behavioral Activation System (BIS/BAS) Scales developed by Carver and
White. The instrument contains 20 items and evaluates behavioral inhibition as well as behavioral activation
dimensions, including drive, reward responsiveness, and fun seeking. Fear of intimacy was assessed using the
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35-item Fear of Intimacy Scale developed by Descutner and Thelen, which measures anxiety and avoidance
associated with close interpersonal relationships. Psychosomatic symptoms were assessed using the 39-item
psychosomatic symptom questionnaire developed by Lacourt and colleagues, which evaluates the frequency
or severity of a range of psychosomatic complaints.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 26. Descriptive statistics were initially calculated, and the
distribution of study variables was examined using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. Correlation analyses were
subsequently performed to examine associations among behavioral inhibition, behavioral activation, fear of
intimacy, and psychosomatic symptoms. Multiple regression analysis was also used to determine the predictive
contribution of the behavioral system variables to psychosomatic symptoms.

Findings

The sample consisted of 120 participants. Regarding age, 31.7% were 18-24 years old, 42.5% were 25-30
years old, 15.8% were 31-35 years old, and 10% were older than 35 years. In terms of gender, 18.3% of
participants were men and 81.7% were women.

Inferential analyses showed significant positive relationships between the behavioral systems and
psychosomatic symptoms. Behavioral inhibition was positively and significantly correlated with
psychosomatic symptoms (r=0.72, p<0.01). Behavioral activation demonstrated an even stronger positive
association with psychosomatic symptoms (r=0.90, p<0.01). These results indicated that higher levels of
behavioral inhibition and behavioral activation were associated with greater psychosomatic symptom severity.
Fear of intimacy was also positively and significantly associated with psychosomatic symptoms (r=0.27,
p<0.01), indicating that individuals reporting greater fear of emotional closeness tended to report more
psychosomatic complaints.

Regression analysis further demonstrated that the predictive model for psychosomatic symptoms was
statistically significant. In the first model, the regression analysis yielded F=468.33 with p<0.001. The
standardized regression coefficient for the behavioral inhibition-activation system was p=0.831, with t=16.22
and p<0.001, demonstrating a significant contribution to the prediction of psychosomatic symptoms. The
subsequent regression model also remained statistically significant (F=952.82, p<0.001), indicating substantial
predictive capacity of the variables entered into the regression equation. Overall, the inferential results
confirmed significant associations between behavioral activation-inhibition systems, fear of intimacy, and
psychosomatic symptoms.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that greater sensitivity of behavioral inhibition and activation systems was
associated with higher psychosomatic symptom levels. The positive relationship between behavioral inhibition
and psychosomatic symptoms may be explained by heightened sensitivity to threat, uncertainty, punishment,
and conflict. Individuals with elevated behavioral inhibition may interpret ambiguous internal or external
stimuli more negatively, experience more persistent worry, and respond with stronger avoidance and
physiological arousal. Repeated activation of such responses may increase attention to bodily sensations and
strengthen negative interpretations of normal physiological changes, thereby contributing to the persistence or
intensification of psychosomatic complaints.

The positive association between behavioral activation and psychosomatic symptoms suggests that heightened
approach and reward sensitivity may also be relevant. Although behavioral activation is commonly associated
with goal pursuit and positive motivation, excessive or poorly regulated reward responsiveness may contribute
to heightened emotional reactivity, fluctuations in arousal, and difficulty maintaining emotional equilibrium.
Thus, the relationship between behavioral activation and psychosomatic symptoms should be interpreted
within a broader framework of emotional and behavioral regulation rather than as an inherently maladaptive
characteristic.
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The significant relationship between fear of intimacy and psychosomatic symptoms highlights the
interpersonal dimension of psychosomatic functioning. Individuals who experience discomfort with emotional
closeness may avoid self-disclosure, suppress emotional needs, and hesitate to seek support from others. These
patterns may reduce opportunities for interpersonal regulation of stress and increase the likelihood that distress
remains internally sustained. Fear of intimacy can therefore contribute to chronic emotional tension through
avoidance, restricted expression, and reduced access to supportive relationships. Persistent emotional tension
may subsequently become associated with physiological arousal and increased awareness of physical
symptoms.

Taken together, the findings support a multidimensional understanding of psychosomatic symptoms.
Behavioral sensitivity and interpersonal avoidance appear to represent complementary psychological
processes. Heightened sensitivity to threat and reward may influence how individuals perceive and react to
stressful events, whereas fear of intimacy may restrict opportunities to regulate distress through secure
emotional relationships. When these processes coexist, individuals may become more vulnerable to sustained
emotional arousal, avoidance, and somatic expression of psychological distress.

In conclusion, behavioral activation and inhibition systems and fear of intimacy were significantly associated
with psychosomatic symptoms among individuals with psychosomatic complaints. The findings suggest that
assessment of psychosomatic problems may benefit from considering not only physical symptoms but also
sensitivity to threat and reward, emotional regulation patterns, and interpersonal functioning. Psychological
interventions directed toward reducing maladaptive threat appraisal, improving emotion-regulation skills,
modifying avoidance patterns, facilitating appropriate emotional expression, and strengthening the capacity
for safe interpersonal intimacy may contribute to more comprehensive management of psychosomatic
symptoms.
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