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Extended Abstract

Background and Objective

Anxiety is one of the most common mental disorders
during pregnancy that can negatively affect the
mother's mental health and pregnancy outcomes. One
of the important factors causing anxiety during this
period is receiving abnormal results from fetal
screening tests; in such a way that even before a
definitive diagnosis, it can cause severe worry and
undesirable psychological consequences. Evidence
indicates that pregnancy anxiety is associated with an
increased risk of preterm birth, low birth weight, and
developmental disorders in the child. Despite the
importance of this issue, in the country's pregnancy
care system, structured counseling services for
psychological support for women with abnormal
screening results are not routinely provided, and these
women are often referred to medical follow-up without
receiving adequate psychological support. In the
meantime, psychological interventions, especially
cognitive-behavioral counseling, can play an effective
role in reducing anxiety. This approach helps women
manage their catastrophic worries by correcting
dysfunctional thoughts and teaching coping skills.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to investigate the
effect of cognitive-behavioral counseling on reducing
anxiety in pregnant women with abnormal fetal
screening test results.

Materials and Methods

The present study followed the protocols of a
randomized controlled intervention. The study
population included pregnant women who had been
referred to health-treatment centers in Shiraz, Iran,
during 2022 with abnormal fetal screening results.
Among them, 98 eligible individuals were selected by
simple randomization and assigned to two intervention
and control groups (n=49 in each group). Eligible
individuals included singleton pregnant women in the
first trimester of pregnancy with abnormal screening
results, willingness to participate, literacy, no history of
psychiatric disorders or psychotherapy in the past six
months, no chronic physical illnesses, and no use of
sedatives or narcotics. Moreover, exclusion criteria
included unwillingness to continue the study,
occurrence of severe physical or mental illnesses,
initiation of psychiatric medication, occurrence of
pregnancy complications, and in the intervention
group, absence of more than one counseling session.
The intervention group received five sessions of
cognitive-behavioral group counseling (weekly, 45

minutes each session), including pregnancy anxiety
education and screening, identification and correction
of dysfunctional thoughts, cognitive restructuring,
relaxation skills training, and relapse prevention. It is
noteworthy that the control group received only routine
pregnancy care. The data collection tool was the
Spielberger Anxiety Questionnaire (state and trait
anxiety), which was completed in the pre-test and post-
test. Data analysis was performed in the SPSS (version
22) software using independent t-tests, paired t-tests,
and chi-square tests, with a significance level of 0.05.
Results

Among the total 98 participants, all remained until the
end of the study and data were collected in full. The two
groups did not differ statistically significantly in age,
education level, occupation, economic status, or
gestational age and were therefore homogeneous. In the
pre-test phase, the mean total anxiety score in the
intervention group was 90.81 + 10.09, and in the
control group, 90.20 + 8.36, with no significant
difference. After the intervention, the mean anxiety
score in the intervention group decreased significantly
compared to the control group (P > 0.001). Comparison
of changes between the two groups demonstrated that
cognitive-behavioral counseling could produce a
significant reduction in anxiety levels.

Discussion

The findings of this study revealed that cognitive-
behavioral counseling is an effective intervention in
reducing anxiety in pregnant women with abnormal
fetal screening results, a result that is consistent with
previous studies. According to the theoretical
framework of this approach, the anxiety of these
women is mainly caused by automatic negative
thoughts and catastrophic predictions about the health
of the fetus. Cognitive-behavioral counseling
significantly reduces anxiety by identifying and
correcting these thoughts and replacing them with more
rational interpretations. Incorporation of this type of
counseling into routine prenatal care, especially in
genetics and perinatology centers, can improve the
mental health of mothers. The limitations of the study
include being conducted in one city, a limited sample
size, and a short follow-up period. Future research with
a larger sample, longer follow-up, and the examination
of outcomes, such as depression, quality of life, and
maternal-fetal bonding, are recommended. The results
of the present study emphasize the need to integrate
psychological interventions, especially cognitive-
behavioral counseling, into the prenatal care system.
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