


Yes, deconstructive sensory-cognitive strategies usually reduce subjective acute
anxiety, but effects are moderate and context-dependent.

1. Introduction

Deconstructing emotional distress into bodily sensations, appraisals, and response tendencies appears to reduce the
subjective intensity of acute anxiety, especially when the intervention trains people to reinterpret bodily arousal, increase
nonreactive awareness of sensations, or shift attention away from threat-focused cognition. Brief laboratory studies show
that cognitive reappraisal lowers experienced negative emotion during acute stress and that ultra-brief mindfulness or
reappraisal instructions can reduce self-reported anxiety during stressful tasks (Hamza et al., 2024;  Wolfe et al., 2023).
Clinical and transdiagnostic trials point in the same direction: interventions emphasizing interoception, equanimity,
distress tolerance, cognitive flexibility, or reappraisal reduce anxiety symptoms across primary care, anxiety disorders,
nursing, and cardiac settings (Francis et al., 2022; Li et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2025;  Tang et al., 2025).

The mechanism is less settled than the symptom effect. Several papers explicitly separate sensory and cognitive
components of emotion and argue that anxiety is amplified when bodily arousal is interpreted as threatening, whereas
more precise sensing or more adaptive appraisal reduces distress (Francis et al., 2022; Quadt et al., 2021;  Ginty et al.,
2021). But not every deconstructive approach reduces anxiety intensity itself; some studies changed interpretation more
than intensity, and some benefits depended on subgroup or context (  Ginty et al., 2021; Lan et al., 2024;  Li &
Bressington, 2019).

Does deconstructing emotional distress into discrete sensory and cognitive components reduce the
subjective intensity of acute anxiety?

N = 13

8 3 2

Yes 62% · Possibly 23% · Mixed 0% · No 15%

FIGURE 1  Consensus on deconstructive strategies for acute anxiety

The meter should lean toward yes rather than unanimity. The strongest evidence comes from randomized trials and meta-
analyses showing reduced self-reported anxiety after reappraisal-, mindfulness-, CBT-, or interoception-based methods,
but the literature is more consistent on subjective symptoms than on physiology or mechanism (  Li et al., 2024; Galante
et al., 2021; Johannsen et al., 2022).

2. Methods

The search ran across more than 170 million research papers indexed in Consensus, including Semantic Scholar, PubMed,
and related sources. The workflow identified 15,125 initially relevant controlled human studies for the main query,
expanded through targeted concept searches and citation crawling, screened 250 machine-ranked papers, retained 195
above the relevance threshold, and included the top 50 most relevant papers for synthesis.
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Search Strategy

5.4M

Retrieved

23 searches

1 citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 23 searches and 1
citation graph use.

2.4K

Eligible

Papers meeting relevance and quality
criteria, after deduplication

50

Included

Top papers selected to be included in the
final analysis

FIGURE 2  Deep search screening and inclusion workflow

The strategy combined direct anxiety-intervention searches with adjacent constructs including interoception, reappraisal,
mindfulness, distress tolerance, and cognitive flexibility.

3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

Three papers anchor this corpus because they directly test whether separating bodily and cognitive aspects of distress
changes anxiety and because they use stronger designs or explicit mechanism models. ADIE targets mismatch between
sensed and believed bodily signals in autistic adults, MiCBT explicitly links interoception with cognitive evaluation, and
arousal reappraisal experimentally separates arousal intensity from interpretation (Quadt et al., 2021; Francis et al., 2022;

 Ginty et al., 2021).

Paper Summary

(Zhu et al., 2023) Interoceptive retraining reduced trait anxiety (Quadt et al., 2021)

(  Wolfe et al., 2023) Interoception-equanimity model lowered distress (Francis et al., 2022)

(Zhang et al., 2024) Reappraisal changed anxiety interpretation link (  Ginty et al., 2021)

FIGURE 3  Key anchor papers in the corpus

3.2 Acute Experimental Findings

Brief experimental evidence supports a direct effect on subjective anxiety. In healthy adults, cognitive reappraisal lowered
subjectively experienced negative emotion after acute stress, whereas acceptance did not in the same paradigm (Hamza
et al., 2024). Ultra-brief mindfulness or reappraisal training before a stressful simulation reduced subjective anxiety
compared with control instructions (  Wolfe et al., 2023). Children with anxiety disorders also reported lower subjective
arousal during reappraisal, although neural modulation was less consistent and appeared to depend on age and sex (
Keil et al., 2021).

Arousal reappraisal provides an important caveat. Reframing bodily arousal made anxiety feel more facilitative, but it did
not significantly reduce cognitive or somatic anxiety intensity in one randomized stress study (  Ginty et al., 2021). This
suggests that decomposition can reliably change the meaning of anxiety and only sometimes its felt magnitude.
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3.3 Clinical Interventions

Feature Result

Study Type Single-center superiority RCT (Quadt et al., 2021)

Population Autistic adults, ages 18-65 (Quadt et al., 2021)

Sample Size 121 randomized (Quadt et al., 2021)

Intervention Six-session interoceptive training with heartbeat feedback (Quadt et al., 2021)

Comparator Active exteroceptive control therapy (Quadt et al., 2021)

Primary Endpoint Trait anxiety at 3 months (Quadt et al., 2021)

Effect Size Mean difference 3.23; d = 0.30 (Quadt et al., 2021)

Key Limitation 50% follow-up data at T2 (Quadt et al., 2021)

FIGURE 4  Landmark interoceptive anxiety trial results

This trial matters because it directly operationalized deconstruction as aligning objective interoceptive performance with
subjective bodily beliefs, and anxiety improved when that mismatch narrowed (Quadt et al., 2021).

3.4 Broader Patterns

Across clinical settings, interventions that target separable components of distress tend to reduce anxiety. In acute
myocardial infarction, a 1-week bedside VR-CBT program reduced HAM-A anxiety with a large post-treatment effect and
a smaller but persistent 3-month effect (  Li et al., 2024). In social anxiety and transdiagnostic emotional disorders,
increases in reappraisal predicted later reductions in anxiety symptoms during treatment (Goldin et al., 2017;  Tang et al.,
2025). Mindfulness-based approaches often improved anxiety alongside cognitive emotion regulation, distress tolerance,
or defusion (Zhu et al., 2023; Lu et al., 2023).

But effects are not uniform. A medical-student meta-analysis found low-quality evidence for anxiety-specific benefits (Da
Silva et al., 2023). Among migrant children, mindfulness improved reappraisal in one subgroup yet increased physical
anxiety in another (Lan et al., 2024). A smartwatch-supported MBSR trial improved stress and rumination but not anxiety
overall, suggesting that monitoring bodily signals does not automatically reduce acute anxious arousal (Sumińska &
Rynkiewicz, 2025).
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Results Timeline

FIGURE 5  Timeline of included anxiety intervention papers larger markers indicate more citations

The timeline shows a shift from early proof-of-concept work on reappraisal and mindfulness toward more explicit
mechanism-focused trials testing interoception, distress tolerance, cognitive flexibility, and digital delivery. Recent studies
increasingly ask not only whether anxiety falls, but which component changes first (Goldin et al., 2017; Li et al., 2024;
Wang et al., 2025).

Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author Stefan G. Hofmann [acce82407910538897557e943a88195f][94a198bd48a5572386e21454a9f26793]

Author Xinghua Liu [acce82407910538897557e943a88195f][94a198bd48a5572386e21454a9f26793]

Author Philippe Goldin [517649d63c385ab38884b0320aeca729]

Journal Behaviour Research
and Therapy

[6a142089add75de6882da2b06f9cafb9][517649d63c385ab38884b0320aeca729]
[8ee308728278572e976a609e0802731d]

Journal Clinical Psychology
Review

[caa959ba99a25740986a9acd22f9a3e7][7ccf27cdea7550029ffb3488c7e9ec07]

Journal Scientific Reports [69fda9a8850d5f9e8d1d56156de5fd90][0190dca49f815217b1cf6350ffd3a9c1]

FIGURE 6  Authors and journals appearing most in corpus
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4. Discussion

The overall answer is yes, but the evidence is stronger for subjective symptom reduction than for a clean causal claim
that parsing emotion into sensory and cognitive parts is the active ingredient. Multiple randomized trials and meta-
analyses report anxiety reductions after mindfulness-, CBT-, ACT-, and reappraisal-based interventions (Galante et al.,
2021; Gandy et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2024). Mechanism papers also repeatedly implicate reappraisal, cognitive flexibility,
distress tolerance, defusion, and interoceptive recalibration (Johannsen et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2025; Lu et al., 2023;
Marciniak et al., 2024).

The limitation is specificity. Many interventions are multicomponent, so they show that deconstructive elements are
compatible with anxiety reduction, not always that they are uniquely necessary or sufficient (  Morello et al., 2023;
Johannsen et al., 2022). Several reviews also note heterogeneity, low-certainty evidence, or subgroup dependence (Chin
et al., 2024;  Li et al., 2023; Galante et al., 2021).

The literature also distinguishes interpretation from intensity. Reappraisal reliably improves how arousal is understood,
and this often accompanies lower subjective anxiety, but not always in the same experiment (  Ginty et al., 2021).
Similarly, physiology and self-report can diverge, so reduced felt anxiety does not guarantee matched autonomic or neural
change (Hamza et al., 2024;  Keil et al., 2021).

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Deconstructive interventions
often lower subjective anxiety
in the short term.

Strong

Supported by multiple RCTs, meta-
analyses, and acute experiments
across populations.

(  Wolfe et al., 2023;
 Li et al., 2024;

Galante et al., 2021)

Changing cognitive appraisal
predicts later anxiety reduction
in several therapies.

Moderate

Temporal and mediation analyses
support reappraisal and flexibility
as mechanisms.

(Goldin et al., 2017; 
Tang et al., 2025; Wang
et al., 2025)

Training interoceptive
precision can reduce anxiety in
some groups.

Moderate

One strong mechanism-focused
RCT plus convergent theory, but
limited replication.

(Quadt et al., 2021)

Deconstruction changes
anxiety interpretation more
consistently than intensity.

Moderate

Direct experimental evidence
shows interpretive shifts without
intensity shifts in some tasks.

(  Ginty et al., 2021)

Isolating the sensory-versus-
cognitive active ingredient
remains unresolved.

Weak

Multicomponent interventions and
limited dismantling studies prevent
firm specificity claims.

(  Morello et al., 2023;
Johannsen et al., 2022;
Yilmaz et al., 2025)

FIGURE 7  Key claims and evidence across included studies

5. Conclusion

Taken together, the 50-paper corpus supports a moderate yes: interventions that separate anxiety into bodily sensations,
appraisals, and response patterns usually reduce subjective acute anxiety, especially when they train reappraisal,
mindfulness, interoceptive accuracy, or cognitive flexibility. The effect is replicated across experiments, clinical trials, and
meta-analyses, but the mechanism is not fully specific and benefits vary by population, comparator, and whether the
outcome is intensity, interpretation, or physiology.
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Research Gaps

The main gap is not whether these interventions can help, but which component drives benefit, for whom, and on what
timescale.

Topic/Outcome
Acute Lab
Anxiety

Mechanism
Tests

Long-Term
Follow-Up

Diverse Clinical
Populations

Interoceptive retraining 4 3 2 3

Cognitive reappraisal only 5 4 2 3

Mindfulness plus
decomposition

10 6 5 10

Dismantling component trials 1 1 1 2

Physiology-subjective
concordance

3 3 1 2

Open Research Questions

Future work should isolate components more cleanly and test whether changes in body-signal interpretation precede
changes in felt anxiety.

Question Why

Does improving interoceptive accuracy reduce acute state
anxiety more than changing appraisal alone?

This would directly test whether sensory recalibration
adds benefit beyond purely cognitive strategies.

When reappraisal changes anxiety interpretation but not
intensity, do later behavioral outcomes still improve?

Several studies suggest interpretation may matter
independently of immediate felt intensity.

Which populations benefit least from deconstructive
anxiety interventions, and why?

Child, older-adult, and occupational studies show
subgroup-dependent or null effects that need
explanation.

In short, deconstructing distress into sensory and cognitive components does tend to reduce the subjective intensity of
acute anxiety, but the size and mechanism of that effect remain context-dependent.

These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an AI-powered search engine for research. Try it at
https://consensus.app. © 2026 Consensus NLP, Inc. Personal, non-commercial use only; redistribution requires copyright
holders’ consent.
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