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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Difficulties in emotion regulation are prevalent among
university students and may negatively influence their mental health, academic
performance, and interpersonal functioning. Considering the importance of cognitive
factors in emotional vulnerability, the present study aimed to investigate the relationship
between early maladaptive schemas, cognitive confusion, and difficulties in emotion
regulation among students.

Methodology: This descriptive—correlational study was conducted among students of
Islamic Azad University, Central Tehran Branch, during the 2023-2024 academic year.
The sample consisted of 369 students selected through multistage cluster random
sampling. Data were collected using the Young Early Maladaptive Schema
Questionnaire, the Cognitive Confusion Scale, and the Difficulties in Emotion
Regulation Scale (DERS). Data analysis was performed using Pearson correlation
coefficients and multiple regression analysis in SPSS version 26.

Findings: The findings revealed that all domains of early maladaptive schemas had
significant positive relationships with difficulties in emotion regulation (p < 0.001). The
strongest correlations were observed for the impaired autonomy and performance
domain (r = 0.62) and the disconnection/rejection domain (r = 0.58). Cognitive confusion
also demonstrated a significant positive relationship with difficulties in emotion
regulation (r = 0.65, p < 0.001). Multiple regression analysis indicated that early
maladaptive schemas and cognitive confusion together explained 37.2% of the variance
in emotion regulation difficulties (R2 = 0.372, F = 24.67, p < 0.001). Among the
predictors, cognitive confusion (B = 0.30) and the disconnection/rejection schema
domain (B = 0.28) emerged as the strongest predictors of emotion regulation difficulties.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that difficulties in emotion regulation among
university students are simultaneously influenced by deep cognitive structures and
ongoing maladaptive cognitive processes. Early maladaptive schemas and cognitive
confusion play substantial roles in the development and maintenance of emotional
difficulties. Therefore, psychological interventions focused on modifying maladaptive
schemas and reducing cognitive confusion may contribute to improving mental health
and enhancing emotion regulation abilities in university students.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

University students experience a developmental stage
characterized by substantial psychological, emotional,
academic, and interpersonal transitions. During this
period, individuals are required to adapt to new
educational  environments, social  expectations,
identity-related  concerns, and future-oriented
uncertainties. These  stressors may increase
vulnerability to emotional dysregulation and various
psychological problems (Maser et al., 2019). Emotion
regulation is considered one of the central
mechanisms underlying psychological adjustment and
mental health because it enables individuals to
monitor, evaluate, and modify their emotional
experiences in adaptive ways (Cole et al, 2004).
Individuals with adequate emotion regulation skills
are generally more capable of coping with stress,
maintaining interpersonal relationships, and achieving
psychological well-being. Conversely, difficulties in
emotion regulation are associated with anxiety,
depression, impulsivity, self-injurious behaviors, and
maladaptive coping strategies (Peterson et al., 2019).
Gratz and Roemer conceptualized emotion regulation
difficulties as multidimensional deficits involving
emotional awareness, emotional clarity, impulse
control, acceptance of emotional responses, goal-
directed behavior, and access to adaptive regulatory
strategies (Gratz & Roemer, 2004). Therefore,
identifying the cognitive and emotional factors
contributing to emotion regulation difficulties among
university students is of considerable importance.

Among the variables associated with emotional
dysregulation, early maladaptive schemas have
received significant attention in recent decades.
According to schema theory, early maladaptive
schemas are pervasive cognitive-emotional patterns
formed during childhood and adolescence as a result
of unmet emotional needs and adverse interpersonal
experiences (Young et al., 2003). These schemas shape
individuals’ perceptions of themselves, others, and the
world and influence emotional processing throughout
life. Maladaptive schemas often become activated in
stressful situations, leading individuals to interpret
experiences in dysfunctional and emotionally
threatening ways. As a result, individuals with
stronger maladaptive schemas may demonstrate
greater vulnerability to psychological distress and
impaired emotional functioning. Previous studies
have  consistently  demonstrated significant
relationships between early maladaptive schemas and
depression, anxiety, emotional distress, and

interpersonal dysfunction (Ghaffari Rafi & Khanjani,
2017; Hasanvand Amouzadeh et al.,, 2013; Montazeri et
al., 2012). Meta-analytic evidence also supports a
robust association between maladaptive schemas and
depressive symptoms among adolescents and young
adults (Tarig et al., 2021). Similarly, maladaptive
schemas have been linked to male depression
symptoms, distress tolerance problems, and emotional
instability (Chodkiewicz et al., 2022; Onen & Giines,
2021).

Another important factor related to emotional
dysregulation is cognitive confusion or cognitive
disturbance.  Cognitive  confusion  refers to
dysfunctional cognitive processes such as rumination,
persistent worry, intrusive thoughts, attentional
instability, and disorganized thinking patterns that
interfere  with adaptive emotional processing.
Persistent cognitive disturbance may deplete cognitive
resources necessary for emotional control and
increase  susceptibility to negative  affective
experiences (Egan et al., 2016). Individuals
experiencing cognitive confusion often become
trapped in repetitive cycles of negative thinking,
making it difficult to regulate emotional reactions
effectively. Previous findings suggest that cognitive
disturbance is associated with depression, anxiety,
emotional instability, and maladaptive coping patterns
(Namjoo Abousaeidi et al., 2021; Rezaei et al., 2017).
Studies also indicate that ineffective cognitive
emotion regulation strategies may predict depressive
symptoms and emotional distress among students
(Salehi et al., 2015). Furthermore, difficulties in
emotion regulation have been identified as mediating
mechanisms between maladaptive schemas and
psychological problems such as alexithymia, eating
pathology, and attachment-related distress (Besharat et
al., 2017; Goban & Sirin, 2025; Komijani & Khanjani, 2024).
Recent studies have additionally demonstrated that
adverse childhood experiences may contribute to risky
behaviors through the mediating roles of maladaptive
schemas and emotion regulation difficulties (Dickie et
al., 2025).

Despite the growing literature regarding maladaptive
schemas and emotional dysregulation, relatively few
studies have simultaneously examined the combined
roles of early maladaptive schemas and cognitive
confusion in predicting emotion regulation difficulties
among university students. Since students represent a
psychologically vulnerable population exposed to
considerable emotional and cognitive stressors,
investigating the interaction of these variables may
provide valuable insight into the underlying
mechanisms of emotional maladjustment. Therefore,




the present study aimed to examine the relationship
between early maladaptive schemas, cognitive
confusion, and difficulties in emotion regulation
among university students.

Methodology

The present study employed a descriptive-
correlational  research  design. The statistical
population consisted of students enrolled at Islamic
Azad University, Central Tehran Branch, during the
2023-2024 academic year. A multistage cluster
random sampling method was used to select
participants. Initially, several faculties were randomly
selected, followed by the random selection of
classrooms within each faculty. Based on statistical
power estimation and to ensure sufficient sample
adequacy, 400 questionnaires were distributed among
students. After excluding incomplete and invalid
responses, data from 369 participants were retained
for final analysis.

Data collection was conducted using three
standardized instruments. Early maladaptive schemas
were assessed using the Young Schema
Questionnaire, which measures major schema
domains including disconnection/rejection, impaired
autonomy and performance, impaired limits, other-
directedness, and overvigilance/inhibition. Cognitive
confusion was measured using the Cognitive
Confusion Scale, which evaluates disorganized
cognitive functioning, intrusive thinking, and related
disturbances. Difficulties in emotion regulation were
measured using the Difficulties in Emotion
Regulation Scale (DERS), which assesses multiple
dimensions of emotional dysregulation including
emotional nonacceptance, impulse control difficulties,
limited access to emotion regulation strategies, lack of
emotional awareness, emotional clarity deficits, and
difficulties engaging in goal-directed behavior.

After obtaining ethical approval and institutional
permission, participants completed the questionnaires
voluntarily and anonymously. Descriptive statistics
including means, standard deviations, skewness, and
kurtosis were calculated for all variables. Pearson
correlation coefficients were used to examine
relationships between variables. Multiple regression
analysis using the Enter method was performed to
determine the predictive contribution of maladaptive
schema domains and cognitive confusion to
difficulties in emotion regulation. Statistical analyses
were conducted using SPSS version 26.
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Findings

The demographic findings indicated that the majority
of participants were between 18 and 25 years old, and
female students constituted the largest proportion of
the sample. Most participants were undergraduate
students, while smaller proportions were graduate and
doctoral students.

Descriptive analyses demonstrated that skewness and
kurtosis values for all variables were within the
acceptable range of =1, indicating normal data
distribution. The results of Pearson correlation
analyses revealed significant positive relationships
between all domains of early maladaptive schemas
and difficulties in emotion regulation. Among schema
domains, impaired autonomy and performance
demonstrated the strongest positive correlation with
emotion regulation difficulties (r = 0.62), followed by
disconnection/rejection (r = 0.58). Other schema

domains including  impaired limits, other-
directedness, and overvigilance/inhibition also
showed significant positive associations  with

emotional dysregulation.

The findings further revealed a significant positive
relationship  between cognitive confusion and
difficulties in emotion regulation (r = 0.65, p < 0.001).
This result suggests that higher levels of cognitive
confusion, including rumination and disorganized
thinking, are associated with greater emotional
dysregulation among students.

Multiple regression analysis demonstrated that early
maladaptive schemas and cognitive confusion jointly
predicted a substantial proportion of variance in
difficulties in emotion regulation. The regression
model was statistically significant (F = 24.67, p <
0.001), and the predictor variables explained 37.2% of
the variance in emotion regulation difficulties (R? =
0.372). Among predictors, cognitive confusion
emerged as the strongest predictor (B = 0.30),
followed by the disconnection/rejection schema
domain (B = 0.28). Impaired autonomy and
performance,  overvigilance/inhibition,  impaired
limits, and other-directedness also significantly
contributed to the prediction of emotion regulation
difficulties. These findings indicate that both deep
cognitive structures and ongoing maladaptive
cognitive processes play important roles in emotional
dysregulation among university students.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that
early maladaptive schemas and cognitive confusion
are significantly associated with difficulties in
emotion regulation among university students.
Students with stronger maladaptive schemas reported
greater problems managing emotional responses,

controlling  impulses,  maintaining  emotional
awareness, and accessing adaptive regulation
strategies. These findings support theoretical

assumptions suggesting that maladaptive schemas
distort emotional information processing and intensify
emotional vulnerability. Individuals with maladaptive
schemas are more likely to perceive stressful
situations as  threatening and  emotionally
overwhelming, which interferes with effective
emotional regulation.

The strongest schema-related predictors of emaotional
dysregulation were impaired autonomy and
performance and disconnection/rejection. Students
characterized by feelings of inadequacy, dependence,
abandonment, emotional deprivation, or mistrust may
experience heightened emotional sensitivity and
reduced psychological resilience. These schema
domains appear to undermine adaptive coping
capacities and increase emotional instability during
stressful situations. Cognitive confusion also emerged
as a powerful predictor of emotional dysregulation,
indicating that persistent rumination, intrusive
thoughts, and attentional disorganization significantly
impair emotional control mechanisms. Individuals
experiencing high cognitive confusion may become
trapped in repetitive cycles of negative thinking that
intensify emotional distress and weaken self-
regulation abilities.

The findings additionally suggest that maladaptive
schemas and cognitive confusion may interact
dynamically. Maladaptive schemas may provide the
negative cognitive content underlying emotional
vulnerability, whereas cognitive confusion may
maintain and intensify dysfunctional emotional
processing through repetitive negative thinking
patterns. This interaction likely contributes to a self-
perpetuating cycle of emotional dysregulation,
psychological distress, and maladaptive coping
behaviors. Therefore, emotional difficulties among
students should not be viewed solely as temporary
emotional reactions but rather as outcomes of deeper
cognitive-emotional  structures combined  with
dysfunctional cognitive processing patterns.

Overall, the present study highlights the importance
of considering both enduring cognitive schemas and
ongoing cognitive disturbances in understanding
emotional dysregulation among university students.
The findings emphasize the necessity of psychological
interventions that simultaneously target maladaptive
schemas and cognitive confusion processes.
Interventions such as schema therapy, cognitive-
behavioral therapy, mindfulness-based approaches,
and emotion regulation training may help students
develop healthier emotional coping strategies,
improve psychological resilience, and reduce
vulnerability to mental health problems. The findings
also underscore the importance of preventive mental
health programs within university settings to identify
students at risk for emotional dysregulation and
provide timely psychological support.
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