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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of Mindfulness-Based Stress
Reduction (MBSR) in reducing fear of positive evaluation and psychosomatic
symptoms among students with testanxiety. This quasi-experimental study employed
a pretest—posttest design with a control group. The statistical population consisted of
upper-secondary school students in Lahijan during the 2025-2026 academic year.
Thirty students with test anxiety were selected and randomly assigned to an
experimental group (n=15) or a control group (n=15). Data were collected using the
Fear of Positive Evaluation Scale developed by Weeks et al., the Psychosomatic
Complaints Scale developed by Takata and Sakata, and the Friedben Test Anxiety
Scale. Participants in the experimental group received eight weekly 90-minute
sessions of MBSR, whereas the control group received no intervention during the
study period. Data were analyzed using multivariate and univariate analyses of
covariance. Multivariate analysis indicated a significant overall group effect on the
combined dependent variables (Pillai’s Trace=0.442, F=6.60, p=0.002). After
controlling for pretestscores, MBSR significantly reduced fear of positive evaluation
(F=4.44, p=0.01) and the owerall score of psychosomatic symptoms (F=5.24,
p=0.002). Regarding psychosomatic symptom dimensions, significant between-
group differences were found for cardiopulmonary, psychological, gastrointestinal,
general symptoms, and globus-related complaints, whereas no significant effects
were observed for musculoskeletal symptoms or body-balance problems.
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction appears to be an effective intervention for
reducing fear of positive evaluation and several psychosomatic manifestations among
students with test anxiety. By enhancing present-moment awareness, attentional
regulation, nonjudgmental acceptance, and adaptive responses to stressful
experiences, MBSR may help students manage both the cognitive-emotional and
bodily manifestations associated with evaluative anxiety. Accordingly, this
intervention may be incorporated into school-based counseling and preventive
psychological programs for students experiencing test anxiety.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Test anxiety is a multidimensional psychological responseto evaluative situations in which students experience
excessive worry, cognitive preoccupation, emotional tension, and physiological arousal before or during
examinations. Although a moderate degree of anxiety may facilitate preparation and performance, persistent
or excessive test anxiety can interfere with attentional control, information processing, academic engagement,
and effective performance. Evidence from a large meta-analytic literature indicates that test anxiety is
associated with adverse academic and psychological outcomes and is influenced by cognitive, emotional, and
contextual factors (von der Embse, 2018). Test-anxious students may also exhibit avoidance and academic
procrastination as maladaptive strategies for escaping the immediate distress associated with evaluative
demands (Custer, 2018). Deficits in attentional and cognitive control can further intensify anxiety because
emotionally salient and threat-related information competes with task-relevant processing resources (Hallion
et al.,, 2019). An important but comparatively less investigated component of evaluative anxiety is fear of
positive evaluation, which refers to discomfort or apprehension associated with receiving favorable judgments,
praise, or recognition from others. For some students, positive feedback may increase perceived expectations
for future performance, heighten self-focused attention, and create concern about maintaining a newly
established standard. Mindfulness-oriented interventions may be particularly relevant to this process because
they promote nonjudgmental observation of thoughts, reduced self-focused attention, and greater cognitive
flexibility in response to social evaluation (Jalili & Aleyasin, 2025; Joghataei et al., 2023). Test anxiety may
also be expressed through psychosomatic symptoms, including cardiopulmonary complaints, gastrointestinal
discomfort, muscular tension, generalized physical symptoms, and other bodily manifestations of
psychological distress. The association between psychological problems and psychosomatic complaints has
been demonstrated in Iranian populations (Shabeh et al., 2016), while broader psychobiological research
indicates that prolonged stress can influence neuroendocrine and infllmmatory processes involved in the
bodily expression of distress (Slavich & Sacher, 2019). Mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) offers an
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integrated approach to these cognitive, emotional, and physiological processes. Mindfulness involves
deliberate attention to present-moment experiences with an accepting and nonjudgmental orientation (Kabat-
Zinn, 2015), while  MBSR incorporates practices such as mindful breathing, body scanning, awareness of
thoughts and emotions, and acceptance of unpleasant experiences to reduce automatic stress reactivity (Raj &
Kumar, 2019). Evidence supports the effectiveness of mindfulness-based approaches in reducing anxiety and
stress among students (Breedvelt et al., 2019), and systematic reviews indicate that mindfulness interventions
can also be beneficial for children and adolescents when developmentally appropriate formats are used (Porter
etal., 2022). Studies specifically addressing examination-related anxiety have reported significant reductions
following mindfulness programs (Priebe & Kurtz-Costes, 2022), and a recent meta-analysis further confirmed
the effectiveness of mindfulness for test anxiety (Yilmazer et al., 2024). Evidence also suggests that the
intensity and duration of mindfulness practice may influence improvements in anxiety, stress, and mindfulness
outcomes (Strohmaier, 2020). lranian studies similarly indicate that mindfulness-based interventions can
reduce test anxiety (Esmaeili et al., 2021), negative automatic thoughts and test anxiety among individuals
with psychosomatic symptoms (Ebadian & Moshtaghi, 2025), and improve cognitive emotion regulation in
students experiencing test anxiety (Mohammadi et al., 2025). Mindfulness training has additionally been
associated with improvement in alexithymia, test anxiety, and academic adjustment (Ghorbanpour Deh-
Sorkh, 2025), as well as changes in cognitive reappraisal, emotional suppression, anxiety, and positive and
negative affect (Nasiri Karbasdehi et al., 2024; Shabannezhad, 2024). Importantly, mindfulness-based
interventions may also alleviate psychosomatic distress. Improvements in psychosomatic symptom severity
have been demonstrated in individuals receiving mindfulness-based cognitive interventions, including those
with somatic symptom disorder and migraine (Shahverdi et al., 2023; Xu et al., 2024). Effective
implementation and repeated practice are also important because systematic delivery and reinforcement of
newly acquired skills facilitate their transfer to real-life contexts (Healy et al., 2020). Despite these findings,
comparatively little attention has been given to the simultaneous effects of MBSR on fear of positive evaluation
and psychosomatic symptoms among adolescents specifically identified as having test anxiety. Therefore, the
present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of mindfulness-based stress reduction on fear of positive
evaluation and psychosomatic symptoms in students with test anxiety.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with an experimental group and a control
group. The statistical population consisted of upper-secondary school students studying in Lahijan during the
2025-2026 academic year. Students with elevated test anxiety scores were screened for eligibility, and 30
eligible participants were selected and randomly assigned to the experimental and control groups, with 15
students in each group. Eligibility criteria included being an upper-secondary school student in Lahijan and
obtaining the required score on the test anxiety measure. Exclusion criteria included experiencing a severe
stressful event capable of interfering with participation, such as serious illness or parental divorce, irregular
attendance at intervention sessions, and incomplete completion of posttest questionnaires. Both groups
completed the outcome measures at baseline and after the intervention. The Fear of Positive Evaluation Scale
was used to assess apprehension associated with receiving positive evaluations. The instrument contains 10
items, of which items 5 and 10 are excluded from the principal score, resulting in a total score based on eight
items, with higher scores indicating greater fear of positive evaluation. Psychosomatic symptoms were
assessed using the Psychosomatic Complaints Scale, a 30-item instrument scored from 0 to 3 per item and
yielding a total score ranging from 0 to 90. The scale assesses overall psychosomatic complaints and clinically
relevant symptom domains. The Friedben Test Anxiety Scale, consisting of 23 items across social humiliation,
cognitive error, and tension dimensions, was used to identify students with elevated test anxiety. The
experimental group participated in eight weekly 90-minute MBSR sessions. The intervention progressively
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addressed present-moment awareness, sensory and bodily awareness, mindful breathing, identification of
automatic thoughts, differentiation among events, thoughts, and emotions, recognition of physiological
responses to stress, nonjudgmental acceptance, interpersonal and intrapersonal mindfulness, self-care,
resilience, and integration of mindfulness into everyday activities. Body-scan practices, three-minute breathing
exercises, mindful walking, awareness of stress triggers, and home practices were incorporated throughout the
program. The control group received no intervention during the experimental period but was informed that the
same protocol would be made available after completion of the study. Data were analyzed using SPSS. Means
and standard deviations were used for descriptive analyses. Assumptions were examined using the
Kolmogorov—Smirnov test, Box’s M test, and Levene’s test. Multivariate analysis of covariance was used to
examine the overall intervention effect, followed by univariate covariance analyses for individual outcome
variables and psychosomatic symptom dimensions, with pretest scores statistically controlled.

Findings

The experimental group consisted of eight 16-year-old students (53.34%) and seven 17-year-old students
(46.66%), with a mean age of 16.47 years. The control group included seven 16-year-old students (46.66%)
and eight 17-year-old students (53.33%), with a mean age of 16.53 years. The groups did not differ
significantly in age (p=0.08). Descriptively, the mean fear of positive evaluation score in the experimental
group decreased from 41.19 (SD=8.60) at pretest to 31.15 (SD=6.21) at posttest, whereas the corresponding
mean in the control group changed only from 39.31 (SD=9.65) to 38.42 (SD=6.52). The overall psychosomatic
symptom score in the experimental group decreased from 80.01 (SD=14.31) to 67.15 (SD=15.22), compared
with a smaller change from 85.45 (SD=13.41) to 83.61 (SD=14.32) in the control group. The assumptions
required for covariance analysis were supported. Kolmogorov—Smirnov tests were nonsignificant for fear of
positive evaluation in the experimental (p=0.08) and control (p=0.23) groups and for psychosomatic symptoms
in the experimental (p=0.06) and control (p=0.11) groups. Box’s M test was also nonsignificant (Box’s
M=9.036, F=1.341, p=0.235), indicating homogeneity of covariance matrices. Levene’s tests supported
equality of variances for fear of positive evaluation (F=4.222, p=0.06) and psychosomatic symptoms (F=5.421,
p=0.09). Multivariate analysis demonstrated a significant overall group effect on the combined dependent
variables (Pillai’s Trace=0.442, F=6.600, p=0.002). After adjustment for pretest scores, a significant between -
group difference was found for fear of positive evaluation (F=4.44, p=0.01), indicating a greater post-
intervention reduction in the experimental group. The overall psychosomatic symptom score also differed
significantly between groups (F=5.24, p=0.002). Analysis of psychosomatic symptom dimensions revealed
significant intervention effects for cardiopulmonary symptoms (F=2.44, p=0.01), psychological symptoms
(F=2.46, p=0.01), gastrointestinal symptoms (F=3.13, p=0.01), general symptoms (F=4.18, p=0.02), and
globus-related complaints (F=4.16, p=0.01). In contrast, no significant between-group effects were observed
for musculoskeletal symptoms (F=3.12, p=0.12) or body-balance symptoms (F=3.14, p=0.14).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that MBSR was effective in reducing fear of positive evaluation and overall
psychosomatic symptoms among students with test anxiety. The reduction in fear of positive evaluation can
be interpreted in terms of the attentional and metacognitive skills cultivated through mindfulness practice.
Students experiencing test anxiety may interpret both negative and positive evaluations as potentially
threatening: negative evaluation signals failure, whereas positive evaluation can create perceived pressure to
maintain a high level of future performance. Through repeated practice in observing thoughts, emotions, and
bodily sensations without immediate judgment, participants may have become less reactive to evaluative
thoughts and less likely to interpret praise or positive attention as a source of future threat. The intervention
may also have reduced excessive self-focused attention and enabled students to redirect cognitive resources
toward present-moment experiences rather than anticipated social judgments.
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The reduction in psychosomatic symptoms can similarly be understood through the integration of attentional,
emotional, and physiological processes within MBSR. Students with test anxiety may interpret physiological
arousal, such as rapid heartbeat, gastrointestinal discomfort, or respiratory changes, as evidence that they are
losing control, thereby intensifying both anxiety and bodily distress. Mindful breathing and body scanning
encourage observation of these sensations without catastrophic interpretation, which may weaken the
reciprocal cycle between physiological arousal and anxious appraisal. Improvements in emotion regulation
may also have contributed to reductions in psychological, gastrointestinal, cardiopulmonary, and general
somatic complaints. The absence of significant effects for musculoskeletal and body-balance symptoms
suggests that not all psychosomatic manifestations respond equally to a brief psychological intervention. These
dimensions may be more strongly influenced by physical, behavioral, postural, or other physiological factors
and may therefore require longer interventions or complementary approaches.

Overall, the study demonstrates that an eight-session MBSR program can produce meaningful improvements
in both an evaluative cognitive variable and several bodily manifestations of distress among adolescents with
test anxiety. The findings support a conceptualization of test anxiety as a condition involving interconnected
cognitive, emotional, social-evaluative, and somatic processes rather than merely excessive worry about
examination performance. By strengthening present-moment attention, nonjudgmental acceptance, awareness
of bodily experiences, emotional regulation, and flexible responses to stress, MBSR appears capable of
reducing both fear associated with positive social evaluation and a broad range of psychosomatic complaints.
Accordingly, structured mindfulness-based stress reduction may represent a useful school-based psychological
intervention for students who experience substantial test anxiety, particularly when their anxiety is
accompanied by sensitivity to interpersonal evaluation and recurrent psychosomatic symptoms.
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