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Abstract: Anxiety can be a positive indicator 
of facing challenges, or represent a set of 
typical signs and symptoms of mental illness. 
While in the first case, it aims to benefit the 
process of adaptation to new living conditions; 
in the second, it marks a dysfunctional process 
in some contexts, impacting the quality of life 
of individuals and requiring a special look 
at the transdiagnostic scope. According to 
the World Health Organization, Brazil ranks 
first in the world when it comes to Anxiety 
Disorder. The Ministry of Health shows an 
increase of 86.5% in the proportion of anxiety 
in the Brazilian population. Such elements 
legitimize the relevance of research on 
anxiety and possible existing managements 
that present evidence in their treatments. In 
the scenario of low response of therapeutic 
resources offered to the health community 
as possible managements for pathological 
anxiety, such as drug treatment and Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy (CBT), the present work 
aimed to investigate the state of the art of 
treatment alternatives for such a construct, 
offering a legacy of useful information for 
future/current interested students and even 
professionals in the area. The results pointed 
to Acceptance and Commitment Therapy 
(ACT) as a promising alternative treatment for 
anxiety. The method aims to create strategies 
to deal with the sufferings arising from them, 
culminating in the reduction of their signs 
and symptoms. Furthermore, it proved to 
be substantially effective and feasible in the 
online modality, with minimal adverse effects 
and with the potential to offer evidence-based 
treatment for many patients.
Keywords: Anxiety, Acceptance and 
Commitment Therapy, generalized anxiety 
disorder.

INTRODUCTION
The construction and development 

of the subject permeates its relationship 

with different factors imbricated in their 
experiences in the environments they are 
inserted, transcending biological factors. In 
this sense, the adversities of contemporary 
contexts (especially the pandemic context) 
favor the unfolding of some aversive events 
and, consequently, some illnesses become 
more frequent, such as anxiety.

Currently, the fifth edition of the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders (DSM V) systematizes 
some symptoms of Anxiety Disorder. In its 
descriptive text, attention must be payed 
to the symptoms of fatigue, difficulty 
concentrating, occasional forgetfulness, 
irritability, muscle tension and significant 
sleep disturbances. Anxiety is related to a set 
of anticipated responses to the future threat. 
This reaction can be psychological, as in the 
case of vigilance in preparation for future 
danger followed by cautious or avoidant 
behaviors, or biological, represented by 
muscular tension or motor restlessness.

The diagnostic characteristics of anxiety 
in the International Classification of Diseases 
(ICD11) corroborate what was presented 
in the DSM V, adding some important 
information related to the differentiation 
between the diagnosis of anxiety and fear 
disorders; in addition to presenting symptoms 
such as sympathetic autonomic hyperactivity 
and subjective experience of nervousness.

Anxiety and some fear-related disorders 
are classified in the same category in both 
DSM V and ICD 11, they are: Generalized 
Anxiety Disorder (DSM V: 300.02 and ICD 
11: 6B00), Panic Disorder (DSM V: 300.01 
and ICD 11: 6B01), Agoraphobia (DSM V: 
300.22 and ICD 11: 6B02), Specific Phobia 
(DSM V: no number and ICD 11: 6B03), 
Social Anxiety Disorder (DSM V: 300.23 and 
ICD 11: 6B04), Separation Anxiety Disorder 
(DSM V: 309.21 and ICD 11: 6B05), Selective 
Mutism (DSM V: 313.23 and ICD 11: 6B06), 
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Substance/Medication-Induced Anxiety 
Disorder, Hypochondria (ICD 11: 6B23), 
Secondary Anxiety (ICD 11: 6E63), Anxiety 
Disorder Due to Another Medical Condition 
(DSM V: 293.84), Other Specified Anxiety 
Disorders or Fear (DSM V: 300.09 and ICD 
11: 6B0Y), Anxiety Disorder Not Specified 
(DSM) V: 300.00, CID 11: 6B0Z).

Generalized anxiety (DSM V: 300.02 and 
CID 11: 6B00), the most recurrent syndrome 
in the research of this work, is related to 
uncontrolled, excessive and insistent affliction 
in some areas of life, such as educational and 
occupational, according to the DSM V. ICD 
11 validates the aforementioned information, 
complementing the personal, family, social 
and financial areas.

According to the World Health 
Organization, Brazil ranks first in the world 
when it comes to Anxiety Disorder. The 
Ministry of Health, in turn, presents data 
showing an increase of 86.5% in the proportion 
of anxiety in the Brazilian population. Such 
elements legitimize the relevance of state-
of-the-art research on anxiety and possible 
existing managements that present evidence 
in their treatments.

After diagnostic confirmation, the National 
Institute of Health and Clinical Excellence 
guides the professional to refer the individual 
to individual or group cognitive-behavioral 
psychotherapy and, if there are no responses to 
such intervention, consider pharmacological 
treatment, or both. In the Anxiety Disorder 
Guidelines Project of the Brazilian Medical 
Association and the Federal Council of 
Medicine, it is only after mentioning the “use of 
medication” for the treatment of pathological 
anxiety that there is a timid mention of 
cognitive-behavioral psychotherapy as the 
alternative or complementary to the drug.

In both cases, pharmacological treatment 
and cognitive-behavioral psychotherapy, 
there are high rates of relapse. For the first 

management option, there is a 50% chance of 
reappearance of signs and symptoms, still in 
accordance with the Guidelines. According 
to Barton et al (2014), when using the 
aforementioned psychotherapeutic approach, 
there are those patients who are resistant to 
treatment. At this pace, talking about the 
process of understanding the state of the art of 
treatments for anxiety permeates the effort to 
understand the current situation of the body 
of knowledge about the acceptable scientific 
ways of conducting this construct, which 
shares the idea of “state of the art.”.

The above-mentioned acceptable scientific 
modes are those that are aligned with the 
American Psychological Association’s (APA, 
2016) concept of Evidence-Based Practices 
in Psychology (PBEP), that is, those practices 
that present the best evidence available 
with clinical expertise, but that consider the 
context of individuals’ characteristics, culture 
and preferences. The factor “best possible 
evidence” is understood as that process 
proposed by a psychotherapeutic approach 
that results in potentiation of positive factors 
and reduction of negative factors (REED, 
2016). The professional’s knowledge, built 
from their post-training experiences and 
during training, through supervision and 
studies of theory and practical application, 
is understood as “clinical expertise” 
(LEONARDI, 2016). Finally, the “context of 
characteristics, culture and preferences” is 
related to the individual’s movement of co-
construction in their process when presenting 
their goals, expressing their values, beliefs, 
preferences, customs, sociocultural context 
and clinical status (APA, 2016). ).

As an alternative to the cognitive-
behavioral approach, the approach that 
showed positive results in the treatment of 
anxiety was Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy. With the main objective of 
developing psychological flexibility in 
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individuals, Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy (ACT) aims at developing the 
skills necessary to deal with challenging 
experiences by directing actions towards 
values. Based on functional contextualism, it 
seeks to predict and influence interactions of 
experiential avoidance and unwillingness to 
face emotional and sentimental difficulties, 
in addition to painful thoughts. To achieve 
this goal, six main processes are used, 
namely: contact with the present moment, 
which is related to awareness without 
judgment of internal and external contents; 
self as context, recognition that individuals 
are not defined by their thoughts, emotions, 
self-image, but can be observers of them; 
cognitive dysfunction, which involves 
techniques that aim to treat thoughts and 
feelings for what they really are; acceptance, 
allowing the presence of unpleasant feelings 
and not trying to change them; values, 
discovery of what really matters in the life 
of the individual with directive intention of 
decisions; actions committed to values even 
if it is difficult to carry out. (HAYS, 2021).

In this scenario of low response to the 
options of therapeutic resources offered to the 
health community as possible managements 
for pathological anxiety, in addition to the 
relevance of the topic today, the present work 
proposes to investigate the state of the art of 
treatment alternatives for this phenomenon, 
offering a legacy of useful information for 
future/current students, interested parties and 
even for professionals already working in the 
area.

METHODOLOGY
According to Lakatos and Marconi (2007), 

research is a formal process that starts from 
a reflective method and requires a scientific 
treatment of previously found data, with 
the purpose of understanding constructs or 
finding partial truths about them.

There are several types of research and 
scientific ways of accessing and treating the 
aforementioned data. One of them is the 
bibliographic research that, according to Gil 
(2008), is developed from material already 
prepared, which can be books, articles or 
theses. Bibliographic research is a type of 
qualitative research since words take evidence 
space (GODOY, 1995).

In this context, it is understood that 
the present work was based on qualitative 
research, since it was concerned with 
obtaining subsidies from previously written, 
analyzed and published documents, that is, 
in obtaining information from secondary 
data, in addition to resulting in data with the 
same characteristic. With the basic benefit 
of providing coverage of the subject, we 
sought to provide a systematic appreciation 
of the state of the art on the subject, allowing 
the identification of possible theoretical-
methodological inconsistencies in previous 
studies, as well as points of divergence and 
convergence between the authors.

The present work is a narrative literature 
review, which will seek to present an 
overview of the last 05 years regarding 
evidence-based psychotherapeutic treatments 
for generalized anxiety. Therefore, the 
bibliographic research was conducted 
between September and November 2021. 
The selected databases were those indexed 
on the Scopus platform, a platform of 
great recognition and relevance among the 
academic community. The descriptors used 
in the search were: Anxiety, Boolean logical 
operator “ and “, together with the descriptors 
of the third wave psychological approaches, 
based on evidence, namely: Acceptance and 
Commitment Therapy, Analytical Behavioral 
Psychotherapy, Dialectical Behavior Therapy, 
Therapies Contextual, Integrative Couples 
Behavioral Therapy, Behavioral Activation 
Therapy. Figure 01 presents, in more detail, 
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the number of articles accessed at each stage 
of the process.

After reading the abstracts, the following 
inclusion criteria were used: 1) scientific 
articles on the proposed theme; 2) clear and 
defined objectives, method and result in 
the abstracts of each article; 3) full access to 
articles, 4) text in English or Portuguese, 5) 
publications from the last 05 years. In turn, 
1) materials referring to the comparison of 
the construct with other approaches or other 
disorders were excluded; 2) that addressed 

drug interventions; 3) publications in the form 
of theses and dissertations, online abstracts, 
protocols, literature or systematic reviews, 
book chapters, manuscripts, commentaries; 4) 
work that did not expose the methodological 
profile of the study (objectives, methods and 
results); 5) documents with other languages. 
The readings of the selected articles were 
carried out following the following steps: 
exploratory reading, selective reading of the 
most relevant parts to the topic, analytical 
and interpretative reading in order to classify, 

Figure 01: Steps for choosing articles for this systematic review.

Source: Own elaboration.
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summarize and establish relationships 
between the information contained in the 
sources and other knowledge.

After the initial analysis procedures, the 
selected articles were coded and organized 
according to (a) document identification 
(article number, publication journal, year 
of publication, volume, keywords), (b) 
identification of the methodology (type of 
research, materials, number of instruments 
applied, relationships with other variables, 
submission to the ethics committee), (c) 
Identification of the sample (size, age group, 
type of group, origin by region) and (d) 
Identification of the authors ( area of training 
and institutional affiliation).

As this is a review research, there was no 
need for an ethics board review.

RESULTS
After excluding and including the findings, 

according to the criteria mentioned in the 
methodology, eleven (11) articles from the 
total found (1212) were analyzed. With 
publications between the years 2017 and 2021, 
three (03) of this total were published in 2019 
and 2020, each; two (02) in the year 2017 and 
2021, each; and one (01) in the year 2018.

The surveys were, in their entirety, 
quantitative, prepared by health professionals 
such as: psychiatrists, psychologists, nurses 
with a minimum degree of licentiate and 
maximum of postdoctoral degree. Applied 
to subjects over 18 years of age, the samples 
varied in quantity from 3 to 503 participants, 
musicians (02), couples (01), health 
professionals (01), adults with no definition of 
profession (07).

The studies were developed in Australia 
(02), Colombia (01), Denmark (01), United 
States (02), England (03), Indonesia (01), 
Other Countries 1(01). In the process of 
investigating such documents, an average of 

1. United States, United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Europeans, Asians, South Americans and North Americans.

five (05) psychological assessment tools were 
used, a minimum of four (04) and a maximum 
of ten (10) instruments, according to Table 01, 
presented in Appendix 01 of this work.

The most recurrent evidence-based 
approach in the articles was the ACT, being 
presented in two modalities: face-to-face (06) 
and online (05).

The research of the articles was carried 
out between 02 and 12 weeks and brings 
some studies related to Anxiety (05) and 
Generalized Anxiety (06). In this measure, 
the Anxiety element was studied in different 
contexts, namely: musical, couples, post 
stroke, in the perinatal period.

Juncos et al (2017) and Clarke et al (2020) 
presented the results of ACT treatment 
techniques for persistent anxiety related 
to musical performance. Symptoms such 
as fear, attentional focus on mistakes and 
failures, palpitation, shallow breathing, 
tension, tremors, which culminated, several 
times, in giving up or developing the use of 
maladaptive coping mechanisms, such as 
substance use, were considerably reduced. 
Anxiety went from moderate to normal level 
within 3 weeks. Due to the gains with students, 
Clarke et al (2020) suggest research with the 
purpose of incorporating the intervention in 
music courses. The authors add that the use 
of medication for this audience can impair 
some acting skills, with side effects that 
compromise musical techniques. In addition, 
information is presented related to attempts 
to control feelings and thoughts, used in 
cognitive-behavioral therapy techniques 
that, paradoxically, increase their experiences 
instead of reducing them. Juncos et al (2017) 
reinforce the reduction in student engagement 
in experiential avoidance behaviors and the 
gains related to not using attempts to control 
the aforementioned symptoms, which favored 
overall performance.
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In this specific perspective, Waters et al 
(2020) carried out their studies with a target 
group composed of women in a perinatal 
context. Thus, they demonstrate that ACT 
was overwhelmingly positive, showing 69% 
success in overall improvement of participants, 
and routine care processes can be successfully 
treated with the same intervention.

And also in the specific conception, Sianturi 
et al (2018) analyzed the implementation of 
ACT techniques in anxious individuals who 
faced a stroke. They realized that the practice 
of relaxation techniques in conjunction with 
activities to promote muscle tension relief 
were important for promoting a sense of 
comfort. In addition, ACT was important in 
promoting the discovery of their values and, 
then, in promoting a change in focus from 
anxiety symptoms to a commitment to more 
valuable actions that are consistent with the 
sense of their individual values, culminating 
in the reduction of symptoms. anxiety 
centers.

Ruiz et al (2019) evaluated the use of ACT 
in couples with symptoms of generalized 
anxiety such as entanglement of thoughts, 
memories and excessive worries, obtaining 
important results of improvement in these 
aspects. Hemmings et al (2021), exposed the 
result of the use of IACT2 via a pilot application 
study and, although the main objective of the 
investigation was to reduce the symptoms of 
Generalized Anxiety after 30 intervention 
modules, only 6 modules were applied during 
02 weeks and yet anxiety symptoms were 
significantly reduced.

The studies by Hoffmann et al (2020), 
carried out for 06 months, using IACT, 
pointed to significant improvements in 
anxiety symptoms and general mental health 
and demonstrated that such advances were 
sustained throughout the experiment. There 
were important changes in the way patients 

2. Online Commitment Acceptance Therapy.

related to the symptoms, as there was a gradual 
engagement in the skills of openness and way 
of being present in their feelings, thoughts 
and bodily sensations, in addition to engaging 
in value-based activities with the purpose 
of create a valuable life. Krafft et al (2021) 
add that IACT does not provide complete 
remission of symptoms, since their concern 
and focus is not on alteration and extinction, 
but on well-being even in their presence.

Corroborating the IACT findings of 
Hemmings et al (2021), Hoffmann (2020) 
and Krafft et al (2021), Kelson et al (2017) 
found advances in measures of anxiety and 
psychological flexibility in individuals with 
Generalized Anxiety, however, their results 
did not seem as favorable as the other studies, 
since the effectiveness of a self-guided 
application was verified, without the presence 
of the health professional, unlike the other 
studies. Ritzet et al (2019) also presented 
an analysis in a self-guided process and, 
despite having found positive results related 
to improvements in anxiety symptoms in 
individuals with a low level of avoidance of 
coping with them, they report that the use of 
the self-guided method brought more benefits 
for those who applied it more actively.

Lawrence et al (2019) carried out their 
research with patients who previously showed 
resistance to treatment strategies guided by 
the control of anxiety symptoms. Participants 
initially presented difficulties in separating 
themselves from the literal meanings of 
their thoughts, in addition to presenting 
few committed actions and many behaviors 
to avoid experiences with uncomfortable 
situations. Given this reality, there was an 
understanding that there will be times when 
the avoidance of some emotional experiences 
will exercise specific functions that need to 
be observed. In this sense, therapists validate 
the experience, but not the content brought 
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by the patient and continue helping them to 
reflect on alternatives to change the situation. 
Finally, the authors state that all the benefits 
achieved were obtained in a reflexive way in 
the shared experiences.

CONCLUSION
The aim of the present study was to describe 

the literary findings, published in the last five 
years, about evidence-based treatments that 
have been effective for anxiety. However, the 
path was marked by different limitations with 
regard to the research material.

First, there were barriers related to the 
amount of materials that met the research 
inclusion and exclusion criteria. In this sense, 
the reduced number of findings that focus on 
the object of study of this work is surprisingly 
decreasing, although it still presents a very 
large number of studies referring to the 
construct of working together with different 
comorbidities. Second, difficulties were 
encountered related to the updating periods 
of the guidelines currently used for the 
treatment of anxiety.

Despite the aforementioned quarrels, it 
is clear that the results point to ACT as a 
promising treatment for anxiety. Although 
it does not directly aim at reducing their 
symptoms, the method aims to create 
strategies to deal with the sufferings arising 
from them, promoting well-being despite 
the symptoms. In addition, in addition to 
presenting effective results in its face-to-face 
application, ACT proved to be substantially 
effective and feasible also in the online 
modality, with minimal adverse effects, 
with the potential to offer evidence-based 
treatment for many patients (HOFFMANN, 
2020). However, the use of online methods 
that do not present the figure of the health 
professional seems to present less favorable 
results, but still, they promote important 
changes.

It is suggested that more studies be carried 
out in the country, more specifically with 
regard to ACT issues in conjunction with 
psychotropic drugs. It is also noticed the 
need to review the guidelines used in Brazil, 
in the medical area, for anxiety, with two 
meanings: the first with the aim of inserting 
other psychotherapeutic approaches based 
on evidence that already present important 
results, second in order to suggest that such 
psychotherapies complement the existing 
psychopharmacological treatments, or the 
use, at first, such treatment and then carry 
out the insertion of the psychotropic drug as a 
complement. Furthermore, there is a need to 
verify the existence of other studies that verify 
the generalization of the findings in other 
contexts during the course of treatment.
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