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Abstract

Interoceptive exposure is an essential part of the cognitive-behavioral therapy for Panic
Disorder. It helps patients mainly by reducing the anxiety related to the physical sensations
associated with fear (anxiety sensitivity). Interoceptive exposure is conceptualized differently
by the cognitive and the behavioral schools of thought. In this study we wanted to compare
these two conceptualizations empirically, as well as pinpoint the exact meaning of “cognitive
intervention”. For this purpose, we divided 59 subjects with an elevated ASI (28 and up)
between three experiment groups. The subjects in the cognitive group underwent exposure
with a cognitive rationale. The subjects in the behavioral group underwent a repeating
interoceptive exercise (breathing through a straw) without being given any rationale at all.
The subjects in the control group watched a nature film. The subjects in the cognitive group
showed significant improvement on all experimental measures — subjective units of distress,
anxiety sensitivity and catastrophic interpretation of events. The positive change in this group
was significant compared to the change experienced by subjects in the behavioral group.
Nevertheless, it is important to note that the subjects in the behavioral group showed a strong
negative change or no change at all on all measures; this might explain the significant
difference between the two groups. Compared to the control group, the cognitive group
improved significantly only on the subjective units of distress measure, and showed an
improvement of marginal significance on the catastrophic interpretation of events measure.
We also found evidence that change in anxiety sensitivity, in any direction, is mediated by
change in catastrophic interpretations of events. This raises the possibility that cognitive
change is a necessary condition for the effectiveness of interoceptive exposure. We also
suggested that our findings challenge what other studies define as “cognitive intervention”
and stress the need for a new conceptualization in this field for the sake of theoretical

consistency. We suggested that further study is needed to examine the ideas brought up in this

paper.



