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Abstract

Obijective: This study aimed to investigate the effects of aerobic exercises on social anxiety in women
with panic disorder. Method: This quasi-experimental study used a pretest-posttest design with a
control group. The participants included all women aged 25-45 with panic disorder in Tabriz.
Diagnosis was made using the Albany Panic and Phobia Questionnaire (APPQ) and psychiatric
interviews. Thirty participants were selected through snowball and purposive sampling and were
randomly divided into experimental (11) and control (9) groups. The mean age of participants was
36.90+5.893 years. The experimental group participated in 18 aerobic exercise sessions, each lasting
60 minutes, over a period of 6 weeks.. Due to non-compliance, some participants were excluded,
reducing the final sample size to 20. Social anxiety levels were measured before and after the
intervention using the Connor Social Anxiety Questionnaire. Results: Aerobic exercises significantly
reduced social anxiety in the experimental group. Statistical analysis revealed a significant difference
in social anxiety levels between the experimental and control groups in social anxiety levels
(P=0.001). In addition, significant differences were observed in the post-test phase for the social
anxiety subscale scores, including fear, avoidance, and physiological discomfort (P<0.05).
Conclusion: This study demonstrates that aerobic exercises can be an effective method for reducing
social anxiety in women with panic disorder.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

Panic Disorder (PD) is a common
psychological condition characterized by
sudden episodes of intense fear and anxiety,
often triggered by concerns about the
possibility of future attacks (Lo et al., 2020).
This  disorder  significantly  impacts
individuals' quality of life and impairs their
social and  occupational  functioning.
Symptoms of panic attacks may include a
racing heart, shortness of breath, chest pain,
and feelings of dizziness. Women are more
likely to develop PD than men, often due to
hormonal factors and past experiences. The
disorder typically peaks during adolescence
and early adulthood (Foldes-Busque et al.,
2015; Sivolap, 2017). Panic Disorder may co-
occur with other anxiety disorders, such as
Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD), leading to
additional social and occupational difficulties.
For individuals with SAD, social interactions
can be a primary source of anxiety, resulting
in a decreased quality of life and challenges in
forming and maintaining social relationships.
Regular physical exercise is recognized as a
low-cost, low-risk treatment for anxiety
disorders, with  substantial  evidence
supporting its protective and therapeutic
benefits for reducing anxiety symptoms
(Gordon et al., 2017; McDowell et al., 2019).
However, individuals with high anxiety levels
often engage in less physical activity, and
women consistently report lower levels of
exercise compared to men (Hallgren et al.,
2019). Research indicates that exercise and
meditation can significantly reduce anxiety
and depression, with particularly notable

benefits observed in women and during
aerobic activities(Mohammadi et al., 2021).
Additionally, physical activity can help reduce
anxiety among older adults (Wu et al., 2022).
Overall, exercise is considered an effective
method for alleviating symptoms of anxiety
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and depression (Stone et al., 2015). Finally,
employing stress management techniques,
such as regular physical activity and relaxation
methods, can help control panic attacks
(Ziffra, 2021). This study examines the impact
of aerobic exercise on social anxiety in women
with Panic Disorder, aiming to demonstrate
that this intervention can effectively reduce
negative emotions and anxiety.

Methodology

The research is applied in nature and employs
a quasi-experimental method with a pre-test
and post-test design, including a control
group. The participants consisted of all women
diagnosed with Panic Disorder (PD) in Tabriz,
with their conditions assessed using the
Albany Panic and Phobia Questionnaire
(APPQ) and a psychiatrist's interview.. From
this population, 30 individuals with a mean
age of 37.60 £ 5.19 were selected using
snowball and purposive sampling methods, all
sharing the common characteristic of having
PD. The participants were randomly divided
into an experimental group (aerobic exercise)
with a mean age of 37.82 + 4.77 and a control
group with a mean age of 35.7 £ 7.17, with
each group containing 15 individuals. The
experimental group participated in 18 one-
hour aerobic exercises sessions over Six
consecutive weeks, while the control group
continued their daily lives without engaging in
structured physical activity.

After the commencement of the exercises,
some participants (4 from the aerobic group
and 6 from the control group) were excluded
from the study due to non-compliance and lack
of cooperation. This reduced the number of
participants to 11 in the aerobic group and 9 in
the control group, with a mean age of 36.90 +
5.89. The Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD)
guestionnaire was administered to both groups
(experimental and control) before the
intervention and exercise sessions. The
experimental group participated in  their
specific exercises for 18 sessions (3 sessions
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per week) over six consecutive weeks.
Meanwhile, the control group was instructed
not to engage in any specific exercise or
physical activity during this period and to
maintain their usual activities. After the
intervention and exercise sessions, the SAD
questionnaire was administered again by the
participants.

Results

The findings indicated a significant difference
in social anxiety levels between the
experimental and control groups (Fu, 18 =
13.85, p = 0.001). Additionally, there was a
significant  within-group effect observed
between the pre-test and post-test stages
regarding social anxiety (Fg, 18y = 10.32, p =
0.005). In other words, aerobic exercise
significantly reduced social anxiety in women.
Furthermore, the results of the multivariate
analysis of covariance revealed that, at the
post-test stage, the subscale scores of social
anxiety- including fear, avoidance, and
physiological distress- were lower in the
experimental group compared to the control
group (p < 0.05).

Discussion and Conclusion

Group exercises, such as aerobics, create a
supportive environment that fosters positive
interactions, thereby enhancing self-esteem
and reducing feelings of anxiety (Wu et al.,
2022; Aylett et al., 2018). Regular aerobic
exercise has been shown to improve general
health, increase life expectancy, and help
prevent conditions such as heart disease and
obesity (Bauman, 2004; El-Rafie et al., 2016).
Moreover, exercise promotes psychological
well-being by increasing self-efficacy,
reducing anxiety and stress, and improving
overall quality of life (Carter et al., 2015; Cid
et al.,, 2019). Additionally, exercise can
stimulate the release of neurotransmitters such
as serotonin and dopamine, which play crucial
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roles in mood regulation. While exercise is a
valuable component of a comprehensive
treatment plan for anxiety disorders, it should
not be viewed as a standalone solution. The
effectiveness of exercise can vary based on
factors such as type, intensity, duration, and
whether the activity is performed individually
or in a group setting (Mohammadi et al.,
2021). Therefore, it is crucial to integrate
exercise with other therapeutic approaches to
achieve optimal outcomes (Ramos-Sanchez et
al., 2021). In conclusion, the findings of this
study underscore the potential of aerobic
exercise, particularly when combined with
music, as an effective intervention for
reducing social anxiety in women with Panic
Disorder. Regular physical activity is essential
for improving mental health and enhancing the
quality of life for individuals and their families
(Klavestrand and Vingard, 2009). Given the
significant roles women play in society, their
mental well-being directly influences their
ability to fulfill these roles effectively. Thus, it
is imperative to develop programs and policies
that encourage physical activity among
women and address any barriers they may
encounter. Further research is necessary to
explore the relationship between exercise and
anxiety, ensuring that effective strategies are
implemented to support those affected by
these disorders. It is recommended that
specialized exercise programs be designed for
women with anxiety disorders, incorporating
both group and individual activities. These
programs should aim to improve social
interactions and reduce anxiety, ultimately
promoting mental well-being and enhancing
quality of life.
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