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Article Info: Attention Control Training is a new cognitive intervention that improves emotion

22 Mar 2021 regulation by reducing attentional bias towards negative information. Given the significant association

22 Aug 2021 between death anxiety and emotion dysregulation and death-related attentional bias, this study aimed
01Dec2021 :  toassess attention control training as an intervention for reducing death anxiety.

In this clinical trial, the Convenience Sampling Method sampled 50 university stu-
dents in Tehran and was randomly assigned to 2 experimental and 1 control groups. Attention control
training was delivered using death-related stimuli for the 1st experimental group and negative stimuli
unrelated to death for the 2nd experimental group. The control group didn’t receive any interventions.
In 3 measurements of pretest, posttest, and 3 months follow-up, death-related attentional bias, death
anxiety, and sensitivity to mortality salience were assessed, respectively, using the Modified Stroop Test,
Multidimensional Fear of Death Scale (MFODS), and Propensity to Moral Disengagement Scale (PMDS)
after inducing Mortality Salience condition.

This study was registered at the Iranian Registry of Clinical Trials (Code:
IRCT20190406043181N1) and was approved by the research ethics committee of Shahid Beheshti Uni-
versity of Medical Sciences (Code: IR.SBMU.MSP.REC.1398.539).

EBME The study showed that after completing attention control training, the 1st experimental group’s

Key words: © death-related attentional bias, death anxiety, and sensitivity to mortality salience were significantly re-
Attention Control duced (P<0.05), and this reduction was maintained at 3 months of follow-up. No significant changes were
Training, Attentional observed in the other two groups (P>0.05).

Bias, Death Anxiety, Based on the results of this study, it can be concluded that attention control training is capable
Mortality Salience, of significantly reducing death-related attentional bias, and this reduction in attentional bias leads to
Emotion Regulation decreased death anxiety and sensitivity to mortality salience

ers of one’s mortality which bring about death aware-
ness and cause mortality salience, can cause significant

Introduction distress, anxiety, and depression [6]. Recent research has
demonstrated a significant association between emotion
eath awareness is introduced in terror regulation and anxiety [12]. Selective attention towards
management theory as the root of all hu- negative information, known as attentional bias, has a
man anxieties [1]. Encountering remind- causal effect on emotion dysregulation.
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Research has shown that it has an important role in
various psychopathologies, including anxiety disor-
ders [16-19]. Attention control training has been stud-
ied as a new intervention method for several mental
problems and seems specifically effective for anxiety
disorders [16, 20]. This study aimed to examine the ef-
fectiveness of attention control training on attentional
bias towards death, death anxiety, and sensitivity to
mortality salience.

Materials and Methods

The present clinical trial was designed with pretest,
posttest, and follow-up and consisted of two interven-
tion groups and one control group. 50 students aged
18-30 were randomly sampled from Shahid Beheshti
University of Medical Sciences, Shahid Beheshti Uni-
versity, Tehran University, and the Amirkabir Univer-
sity of Technology in the academic year of 2018-19.
They were randomly assigned to the Ist and 2nd ex-
perimental and control groups. Death anxiety was as-
sessed using the Multidimensional Fear of Death Scale
(MFODS), and sensitivity to mortality salience was
evaluated using the Propensity to Morally Disengage
Scale (PMDS) after writing two sentences about one’s
death. Lastly, the Modified Stroop Task measured at-
tentional biases towards death and towards negative
stimuli. After the pretest measurements, attention con-
trol training with death-related stimuli for 1st experi-
mental group and negative stimuli for 2nd experimen-
tal group was conducted in four sessions across two
weeks. Posttest measurements were performed after
the last session of the intervention for the experimental
groups and after 2 weeks from the pretest for the con-
trol group.

These measurements were repeated after three
months to assess the longevity of the intervention ef-
fects. The study’s data were analyzed using two-way
repeated-measures ANOVA and paired comparisons in
the SPSS software.

Results

The results of two-way repeated-measures ANOVA
(Table 1) showed that the effects of group, time, and
their interaction on the three variables of attentional
bias towards death, death anxiety, and sensitivity to
mortality salience have been significant (P<0.05). In
other words, there have been significant differences
between 1st and 2nd experimental and control groups
in the scores of Modified Stroop Task, MFODS, and
PMDS at different stages of measurements. None of
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the effects of the group, time and groupxtime inter-
action were significant on attentional bias towards
negative stimuli unrelated to death (P>0.05). The re-
sults of paired comparisons between the means of the
three groups at three stages of measurements (Table 2)
showed that significant change has only happened in
Ist experimental group. This change has been observed
as a reduction in this group’s posttest scores of Modi-
fied Stroop Task, MFODS, and PMDS compared with
the pretest (P<0.05). This significant change was also
evident in follow-up measurements. There were no
differences in the 2™ experimental and control groups’
attentional bias towards death, death anxiety, and sen-
sitivity to mortality salience, and in all three groups’
attentional bias towards negative stimuli unrelated to
death at different stages of measurements (P>0.05).

Discussion

The findings of this study confirmed the hypothesis
that attention control training could significantly re-
duce attentional bias towards death-related stimuli.
Given that this significant reduction at posttest and
follow-up didn’t occur in the 2nd experimental and
control groups, it could be inferred that the designed
intervention has effectively reduced attentional bias
towards death. In line with the reduction of attentional
bias towards death, participants’ death anxiety and
sensitivity to mortality salience were significantly de-
creased after attention control training. Consistent with
existing evidence in the research background, these
findings demonstrate that targeting attentional bias, an
influential factor in the etiology of anxiety disorders
helps ameliorate these disorders [16].

Considering that attentional bias is an autonomous
cognitive mechanism that can cause emotional vulner-
ability and malfunction at the unconscious level [26], it
is not surprising that successful reduction of attentional
bias towards death after attention control training has
also affected the participants’ death anxiety and de-
creased their sensitivity to mortality salience.

There were certain limitations in the conduction of
this study, namely the use of numerous and long assess-
ment measures, lack of comparison between different
methods of intervention, and short-term follow-up of
three months. Therefore, it is recommended for future
research that shorter assessment measures, long-term
follow-up, and comparison of this intervention with
other methods of intervention be implemented.
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Table 1. Results of two-way repeated-measures ANOVA for the study’s variables

Variables Source SS df MS F P nzp
Time 11479401.55 2 5739700.77 112.88 <0.001 0.71
Time*Group 24648638.26 4 6162159.56 121.18 <0.001 0.84
_ Attentional Time Error 4779897.91 97 50849.97
bias towards death
Group 49982092.12 2 24991046.06 39.70 <0.001 0.63
Group Error 29584532.39 47 629458.13
Time 105415.89 2 52707.94 0.45 0.64 0.01
Time*Group 780754.26 4 195188.56 1.66 0.17 0.07
Attentional
bias towards Time Error 11084894.29 94 117924.49
negative stimuli
Group 48137.29 2 24068.64 0.17 0.85 0.01
Group Error 6811131.88 47 144917.70
Time 16.99 2 8.49 0.57 0.57 0.01
Time*Group 813.28 4 203.32 13.60 <0.001 0.37
Death Anxiety Time Error 1374.89 92 14.94
Group 1280.27 2 640.13 4.05 0.02 0.15
Group Error 7267.52 46 157.99
Time 105.43 2 52.71 3.99 0.02 0.08
Time*Group 250.85 4 62.71 4.75 <0.01 0.17
Sensitivity to Time Error 1241.13 94 13.204
mortality salience
Group 415.68 2 207.84 3.70 0.03 0.14
Group Error 2640.51 47 56.18
. £$> ournalof . .
SS = Sum of Squares; df=Degrees of Freedom; MS=Mean Square; nzp:Partlal Eta Squared ~X2= Arak University of IViedical Sciences

Overall, it could be concluded that attention control
training can significantly reduce attentional bias to-

wards death-related stimuli, which helps with emotion The paper was extracted from the MSc. thesis of
regulation when confronting death and mortality and the first author, Department of Clinical Psychology,
consequently leads to decreased death anxiety and sen- School of Medicine, Shahid Beheshti University of
sitivity to mortality salience. Medical Sciences
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Table 2. Mean Differences of the study’s variables in paired comparisons post-hoc analysis

Paired Comparison of Measurements

Variables Groups Pre-test/Post-test Pre-test/Post-test Post-test/Follow-up
M t M t M t
Experimental 1 1978.41* 22.45 1514.11* 22.03 -462.29* -5.78
Deathatten- 0 imental 2 79.82 143 73.58 1.05 153.41 1.81
tional bias
Control -16.18 -0.25 20.12 0.25 36.31 0.35
Experimental 1 97.41 0.68 -115.35 -0.87 -212.76 -1.51
Negativeat —  p o rimental 2 16141 1.59 131.71 1.51 29.71 032
tentional bias
Control -173.44 -1.77 -125.38 -1.06 48.06 0.34
Experimental 1 -11.23* -8.45 -6.70* -4.63 4.52* 3.60
Death Anxiety Experimental 2 1.23 0.81 1.88 1.23 0.64 0.72
Control -0.37 -0.36 1.87 157 2.25 1.46
Experimental 1 6.41%* 4.85 4.05* 2.69 -2.35* -2.32
Mortality
Salience Sensi- Experimental 2 -0.29 0.40 0.23 0.25 0.52 0.52
tivity
Control -0.18 -0.12 0.12 0.10 0.31 0.18
. L. ournal of ) .
* Mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level. <X Arak University of Viedical Sciences
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