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Abstract

Iliness anxiety is a common, debilitating, and costly disorder.
The aim of the present study was to examine the mediating role
of pain catastrophizing in the relationship between harm
avoidance and the symptoms of illness anxiety disorder among
students. The research method was descriptive-correlational,
and the statistical population included all students of the Islamic
Azad University, Urmia Branch, during the second semester of
the academic year 2023-2024. 240 students were selected by
multi-stage cluster sampling method and answered the standard
questionnaires of pain catastrophizing (Sullivan et al., 1995),
health anxiety (Salkovskis et al., 2002) and Temperament and
Character (Kloninger, 1994). Data were analyzed using Pearson
correlation and structural equation modeling with SPSS version
26 and Amos version 24. The findings indicated that the direct
effect of harm avoidance (p < 0.074, B = 0.128) on illness
anxiety is not significant; however, the direct effect of harm
avoidance (p < 0.001, f = 0.290) on pain catastrophizing and
pain catastrophizing (p < 0.001, B = 0.296) on illness anxiety is
significant. Additionally, the results showed that pain
catastrophizing plays a mediating role in the relationship
between harm avoidance and illness anxiety among students (p
< 0.01, B = 0.014). The proposed model of the study had a
better fit compared to alternative models, and these results can
contribute to a better understanding of the factors influencing
iliness anxiety and the development of therapeutic strategies.
The findings provide a suitable framework for the etiology of
iliness anxiety disorder and can be utilized in designing and
implementing therapeutic interventions aimed at reducing harm
avoidance and pain catastrophizing to improve the symptoms of
this disorder.

Key words: Harm Avoidance, Iliness Anxiety Disorder, Pain
Catastrophizing, Students.


https://psych.zahedan.iau.ir/
https://psych.zahedan.iau.ir/article_699925.html
mailto:said.asadnia2465@gmail.com
https://psych.zahedan.iau.ir/article_699925.html

Journal of Psycho Research and Educational Studies, 2(3): 60-79, Autumn 2024 61

Extended Abstract

Introduction

The illness anxiety disorder is a type of anxiety regarding the possibility of having serious illnesses,
characterized by a cycle of excessive worry and reassurance-seeking about health (Scarella et al., 2019).
Individuals affected by this disorder may become overly concerned about minor physical symptoms or
completely deny their physical problems (Kikas et al., 2024). This disorder, previously known as
hypochondriasis, can lead to issues such as anxiety, depression, and decreased quality of life, negatively
impacting families and healthcare costs (French & Hameed, 2023). The prevalence of illness anxiety disorder
in the general population is reported to be approximately 0.13% and around 6.6% in Iran (Scarella et al.,
2019; Kikas et al., 2024). Studying the psychological and personality factors associated with this disorder can
enhance understanding and reduce treatment costs. One important perspective in this context is Cloninger's
temperament and character theory, which emphasizes the biological and personality factors in the
development of anxiety disorders. Temperamental dimensions such as novelty-seeking and harm avoidance
play significant roles in the formation and persistence of this disorder. Harm avoidance, which refers to the
tendency to react strongly to punishment and lack of reward, can lead to excessive worries about illness. Pain
catastrophizing involves negative and exaggerated interpretations of perceived pain and can lead to
avoidance behaviors and a cycle of anxiety. Ultimately, the relationship between harm avoidance, pain
catastrophizing, and illness anxiety disorder suggests that individuals with this disorder are prone to
persistent and debilitating worries, which can result in increased medical costs and suffering for themselves
and their families. Therefore, identifying factors related to this disorder and examining the role of pain
catastrophizing in it is essential for planning and preventing illness anxiety disorder (Mufassery et al., 2023;
Dugas et al., 2023).

Methodology

This research is applied in purpose and descriptive-correlational in data collection method. The statistical
population includes all students at Azad Islamic University in the second semester of the 2023-2024
academic year. The necessary sample size, based on the critical N index of Holter, was determined to be 270.
Considering the manifest variables, the sample size should be between 200 and 400 (Kline, 2023). In this
study, 240 participants were selected using a multi-stage cluster sampling method. After obtaining the
necessary permissions, questionnaires were distributed to students in the first semester of the 2023-2024
academic year. To ensure informed consent, the purpose and method of the research were clearly explained
to participants. Inclusion criteria included being a student and not using psychiatric medications. The
research was conducted with confidentiality. For analyzing correlation hypotheses, Pearson correlation
coefficient and SPSS-26 software were used, while the causal relationships model was analyzed using
structural equation modeling with AMOS-24 software.

Discussion and Results

The present study aimed to investigate the mediating role of pain catastrophizing in the relationship between
illness anxieties and harm avoidance. The findings indicated that harm avoidance does not have a direct and
significant effect on illness anxiety, which is inconsistent with previous studies. In individuals with anxiety
disorders, cognitive avoidance and suppression of negative emotions prevent full awareness of physical
threats. These individuals employ cognitive avoidance strategies upon noticing physical symptoms,
suggesting that harm avoidance cannot directly affect illness anxiety disorder symptoms. Additionally, the
study found that pain catastrophizing significantly affects illness anxiety symptoms. This maladaptive
response leads individuals to magnify bodily symptoms and ruminate on them, which increases their
sensitivity to health-related concerns. The results suggest that pain catastrophizing contributes to heightened
illness anxiety by creating a cycle of worry and misinterpretation of bodily sensations. Furthermore, the
research confirmed that harm avoidance directly and indirectly influences illness anxiety symptoms through
its effect on pain catastrophizing. These findings highlight the importance of considering personality traits
and cognitive patterns in understanding and addressing illness anxiety, suggesting that future studies should
explore these relationships in diverse populations (especially clinical) and contexts.
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