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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: The present study aimed to predict emotional problems based
on early maladaptive schemas in individuals undergoing methadone maintenance
treatment.

Methodology: This descriptive-correlational study was conducted on a statistical
population of patients under methadone maintenance treatment in District 7 of Tehran. A
sample of 374 individuals was randomly selected, and data from 343 participants across
11 different clinics were ultimately analyzed. Data were collected using the Emotional
Problems Questionnaire (Aghaei et al., 2007) and Young’s Early Maladaptive Schema
Questionnaire (2005). Data analysis was performed using Pearson correlation and
multiple regression in SPSS software.

Findings: Regression analysis revealed that early maladaptive schemas significantly
explain 31% of the variance in emotional problems (R? = 0.31, p < 0.01). Among the

domains, disconnection and rejection had the highest contribution to predicting
How to Cite: Parhizkarian, F. S., &  emotional problems (8 = 0.22). Furthermore, correlation results indicated a significant
Eg%‘i:gﬁgoﬁgb::ﬁggﬁ)e‘dPgid'égng positive relationship between emotional problems and the domains of disconnection and
Maladaptive Schemas in Individuals rejection (r = 0.272, p < 0.01), impaired autonomy and performance (r = 0.194,
Under  Methadone ~ Maintenance p < 0.01), and impaired limits (r = 0.151, p < 0.01). However, the relationships for
Treatment. Psychology of Motivation,  gther-directedness (r = 0.098, p > 0.05) and overvigilance/inhibition (r = 0.10,

Behavior, and Health, 4(2), 1-17. p > 0.05) were not statistically significant.

Conclusion: Thus, it can be concluded that early maladaptive schemas, particularly in
the domain of disconnection and rejection, play a significant role in predicting emotional
problems.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Substance Use Disorder (SUD) is globally recognized
as a severe, chronic, and relapsing condition
characterized by compulsive drug-seeking behaviors
and profound cognitive, behavioral, and physiological
alterations, which persistently impair an individual’s
psychosocial functioning and overall well-being
(American Psychiatric, 2023). While pharmacological
interventions, particularly Methadone Maintenance
Treatment (MMT), have been widely implemented as
a primary harm-reduction strategy to manage
withdrawal ~ symptoms, curb illicit  opioid
consumption, and reduce associated criminal activities
and mortality rates, clinical evidence increasingly
indicates that MMT alone is insufficient for achieving
long-term recovery. The persistence of high relapse
rates among patients undergoing MMT underscores
the critical necessity of addressing the complex
psychological and emotional underpinnings of
addiction, which pharmacological treatments fail to
target. Central to the psychological profile of
individuals with SUD is the pervasive presence of
severe emotional problems, including profound
difficulties in emotion regulation, chronic anxiety, and
persistent depressive symptomatology, which serve as
both catalysts for initial substance use and primary
triggers for relapse. Contemporary psychological
theories and empirical research posit that these
emotional dysregulations do not emerge in isolation
but are deeply rooted in Early Maladaptive Schemas
(EMS)—pervasive, self-defeating  patterns  of
memories, emotions, cognitions, and bodily
sensations that develop during childhood in response
to unmet core emotional needs and are elaborated
throughout an individual’s lifetime (Eghdampanah
Foumani et al., 2024). These cognitive structures act as
maladaptive lenses through which individuals
interpret themselves and the world, rendering them
highly ~ vulnerable to psychological distress.
Systematic reviews and clinical studies have
consistently demonstrated that EMS play a
foundational role in the etiology and maintenance of
addictive behaviors, as individuals often resort to
substance use as a dysfunctional coping mechanism to
anesthetize the intense emotional pain and chronic
distress generated by these active schemas (Andrew et
al., 2022; Walker & Schutte, 2023). Furthermore, schema-
focused and emotion-focused therapeutic approaches
have proven highly efficacious in ameliorating
anxiety symptoms and enhancing emotion regulation
among substance-dependent populations, thereby

confirming the intricate interplay between underlying
cognitive schemas and overt emotional problems
(Razzaghi et al., 2025). Within the framework of EMS,
schemas related to the domain of “Disconnection and
Rejection” are particularly deleterious. Patients
scoring high in this domain harbor deep-seated beliefs
that their needs for security, stability, nurturing,
empathy, and acceptance will perpetually remain
unfulfilled, inexorably leading to profound feelings of
isolation, alienation, and chronic loneliness. From an
evolutionary perspective, loneliness functions as a
biological alarm system that chronically activates the
nervous system, plunging the individual into a state of
relentless stress (Cacioppo et al., 2020). Extensive clinical
research corroborates that this profound sense of
loneliness is one of the most potent drivers of
emotional instability and subsequent relapse in
substance use (Saas et al., 2023). The synergistic
interaction between maladaptive schemas—especially
those concerning disconnection and rejection—and
the visceral experience of loneliness creates a
devastating psychological environment that robustly
predicts adverse mental health outcomes and the
recurrence of substance abuse (FitzGerald et al., 2023;
Rawl et al., 2023). For patients enrolled in MMT, this
dynamic is exacerbated by pervasive societal stigma,
familial estrangement, and social marginalization,
which continuously trigger and reinforce these
schemas, culminating in entrenched emotional
problems and a heightened vulnerability to treatment

failure  (Schmidt, 2020). Additionally, schemas
encompassing “Impaired Autonomy and
Performance” and “Impaired Limits” further

compound this vulnerability. Impaired autonomy
manifests as a debilitating lack of self-efficacy and an
overwhelming dependency on others or substances to
navigate daily life, whereas impaired limits are
characterized by profound deficits in impulse control,
frustration tolerance, and self-discipline. Evidence
suggests that targeted interventions focusing on these
specific schema domains can significantly augment
psychological capital, including hope, resilience, and
self-efficacy, among individuals grappling with
addiction (Aghili et al., 2020). Conversely, the lack of
self-discipline inherent in impaired limits drives
individuals  toward  experiential  avoidance—a
maladaptive strategy aimed at escaping aversive
internal states, which paradoxically intensifies
emotional suffering and fosters impulsive, substance-
seeking behaviors (Abdollahpour et al., 2025; Klein, 2022).
The reverberations of these maladaptive cognitive
patterns extend beyond the individual, severely
disrupting family dynamics and facilitating the
intergenerational transmission of emotional and




psychological pathologies (Rubio-Escobar et al., 2024;
Torabian et al., 2014). Consequently, psychological
interventions, such as group schema therapy, have
demonstrated significant efficacy in improving
distress tolerance not only for the patients but also for
their spouses, highlighting the systemic impact of
these cognitive structures (Mohamadi & Jabalameli, 2024).
Ultimately, recent meta-analyses emphatically
reaffirm that the active presence of these core
maladaptive schemas remains the primary predictor of
treatment attrition and relapse in addicted populations
(Li et al., 2022; Lo et al., 2021). Therefore, the present
study was meticulously designed to investigate and
predict emotional problems based on the domains of
Early Maladaptive Schemas among individuals
undergoing Methadone Maintenance Treatment,
aiming to elucidate the cognitive architecture driving
their emotional distress and to inform the
development of more comprehensive, psychologically
informed therapeutic interventions.

Methodology

The present research was conducted utilizing a
guantitative, descriptive-correlational design,
specifically structured to examine the predictive
relationships between various domains of Early
Maladaptive Schemas (the predictor variables) and the
severity of emotional problems (the criterion variable)
among a specific clinical population. The statistical
population for this study comprised all adult
individuals who were formally diagnosed with
Substance Use Disorder and were actively enrolled in
Methadone Maintenance Treatment (MMT) programs
at designated outpatient addiction treatment clinics
located within District 7 of Tehran, Iran. Given the
correlational nature of the study and the requirement
for robust statistical power in multiple regression
analysis, a sufficiently large sample size was deemed
imperative. Consequently, a total sample of 343
participants was systematically selected using a
convenience sampling method, based on their
accessibility, willingness to participate, and adherence
to specific inclusion criteria. The primary inclusion
criteria stipulated that participants must be aged 18
years or older, have a documented history of opioid
dependency, be currently receiving a stabilized daily
dose of methadone, possess basic literacy skills to
comprenend and complete the  self-report
guestionnaires, and demonstrate sufficient cognitive
stability at the time of assessment to provide informed
consent and reliable responses. Conversely,
individuals exhibiting acute psychotic symptoms,
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severe cognitive impairments, concurrent intoxication,
or those who provided incomplete questionnaire data
were systematically excluded from the final data
analysis to ensure the integrity and validity of the
findings. Data collection was meticulously carried out
using highly validated and reliable psychometric
instruments. To assess the predictor variables,
participants  completed the Young Schema
Questionnaire (YSQ), a comprehensive self-report
inventory designed to identify and measure the
intensity of Early Maladaptive Schemas across five
broad theoretical domains: Disconnection and
Rejection, Impaired Autonomy and Performance,
Impaired Limits, Other-Directedness, and
Overvigilance/Inhibition. To evaluate the criterion
variable, a standardized clinical measurement tool
specifically designed to quantify emotional problems,
assessing facets such as emotion dysregulation,
anxiety, and depressive symptoms, was administered
to the sample. The data collection process was
conducted within the controlled environment of the
MMT clinics, under the direct supervision of trained
researchers who provided standard instructions and
ensured that  participants  understood  the
confidentiality and voluntary nature of their
involvement. Upon completion of the data gathering
phase, the raw scores were systematically coded,
entered into a secure database, and subjected to
rigorous statistical screening to address any missing
values or outliers. The primary data analysis was
subsequently executed using the Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Descriptive statistics,
including means, standard deviations, and variance,
were initially computed to profile the demographic
and psychological characteristics of the sample. To
test the central hypotheses of the study, inferential
statistical techniques, specifically Pearson correlation
coefficients and multiple linear regression analysis,
were employed. The Pearson correlation was utilized
to determine the bivariate associations and the
strength of the linear relationships between the
distinct schema domains and the overall severity of
emotional problems. Subsequently, a multiple linear
regression analysis was conducted to ascertain the
collective explanatory power of the Early Maladaptive
Schemas and to identify the unique, independent
contribution of each specific schema domain in
predicting the variance in the emotional problems of
the patients undergoing Methadone Maintenance
Treatment.

Findings
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The empirical analysis of the collected data yielded
highly significant quantitative results, clearly
delineating the predictive relationship between Early
Maladaptive Schemas and emotional problems among
patients  undergoing  Methadone  Maintenance
Treatment. The initial phase of the inferential analysis
utilized Pearson correlation coefficients to assess the
bivariate relationships between the five distinct
domains of Early Maladaptive Schemas and the
criterion variable of emotional problems. The
correlation matrix revealed that several schema
domains were significantly and positively associated
with elevated levels of emotional distress. Notably,
the domain of “Disconnection and Rejection”
exhibited the strongest positive correlation with

emotional  problems (r =0.272, p < 0.01),
indicating that patients who strongly endorse beliefs
related to abandonment, mistrust, emotional

deprivation, and social isolation correspondingly
report the highest severity of emotional dysregulation.
Similarly, the domain of “Impaired Autonomy and
Performance” demonstrated a highly significant
positive correlation with emotional problems (r =
0.194, p < 0.01), signifying that feelings of
incompetence, dependency, and vulnerability to harm
are robustly linked to increased emotional distress.
Furthermore, the “Impaired Limits” domain,
encompassing schemas of entitlement and insufficient
self-control, also showed a significant positive
correlation with the occurrence of emotional problems
(r =0.151, p <0.01). In contrast, the statistical
analysis indicated that the relationships between the
remaining two schema domains and emotional
problems were not statistically significant within this
specific clinical sample. Specifically, the “Other-
Directedness” domain, which involves the
subjugation of one’s own needs to gain approval, did
not significantly correlate with emotional problems
(r =0.098, p > 0.05). Likewise, the “Overvigilance
and Inhibition” domain, characterized by unrelenting
standards and emotional suppression, failed to
demonstrate a significant association with the
criterion variable (r = 0.10, p > 0.05). Building
upon these correlational findings, a multiple linear
regression analysis was executed to evaluate the
collective predictive capacity of the Early
Maladaptive Schemas and to determine the unique
variance accounted for by each domain. The overall
regression model was found to be highly significant,
demonstrating that the Early Maladaptive Schemas as
a unified theoretical construct are potent predictors of
emotional distress in this population. Specifically, the
model revealed that the combination of these
maladaptive schemas accounts for 31 percent of the

total variance in the emotional problems experienced
by the sample group (R? =0.31, p < 0.01). This
substantial coefficient of determination underscores
the critical role that these deep-seated cognitive
structures play in the psychological profile of the
patients. A detailed examination of the standardized
beta coefficients (8) within the regression model
further clarified the relative importance of the
individual schema  domains. The  analysis
unequivocally identified the “Disconnection and
Rejection” domain as the most powerful and
dominant independent predictor of emotional
problems among all the variables tested (8 = 0.22,
p < 0.01). This indicates that for every standard
deviation increase in the Disconnection and Rejection
schemas, there is a corresponding substantial increase
of 0.22 standard deviations in the severity of
emotional problems, holding all other variables
constant. The robust predictive power of this specific
domain, coupled with the significant contributions of
Impaired Autonomy and Impaired Limits, while
accounting for the non-significant roles of Other-
Directedness and Overvigilance, provides a highly
nuanced and statistically sound mapping of the
cognitive vulnerabilities that directly fuel emotional
instability in individuals undergoing Methadone
Maintenance Treatment.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this comprehensive study
compellingly demonstrate that Early Maladaptive
Schemas are not merely peripheral cognitive artifacts,
but rather central, driving forces in the manifestation
and exacerbation of emotional problems among
individuals undergoing Methadone Maintenance
Treatment. The revelation that these deep-seated
schemas collectively account for nearly one-third of
the variance in emotional distress underscores the
profound inadequacy of treating Substance Use
Disorder solely through pharmacological means.
Specifically, the overwhelming prominence of the
“Disconnection and Rejection” domain as the
strongest predictor of emotional instability highlights
a critical vulnerability in this population. Patients in
MMT programs frequently grapple with severe social
stigma, fractured familial relationships, and a
profound sense of alienation, which chronically
trigger these specific schemas. The relentless
activation of beliefs related to abandonment and
unlovability generates an enduring state of intense
loneliness and emotional pain, which pharmacological
interventions like methadone cannot ameliorate.
Consequently, these unresolved emotional agonies act




as potent catalysts for relapse, as patients may
impulsively resort to substance use in a desperate
attempt to self-medicate and escape the psychological
torment dictated by their maladaptive schemas.
Furthermore, the significant predictive roles of
“Impaired Autonomy” and “Impaired Limits”
elucidate how deficits in self-efficacy, coupled with
an inability to tolerate frustration and regulate
impulses, synergistically trap these individuals in a
cycle of emotional reactivity and maladaptive coping.
Conversely, the non-significant impact of schemas
related to “Other-Directedness” and “Overvigilance”
suggests that for patients immersed in the
foundational struggles of addiction recovery and
MMT, higher-order concerns regarding social
approval or perfectionism are eclipsed by the more
primal, urgent psychological crises associated with
survival, abandonment, and basic self-control. These
nuanced insights mandate a paradigm shift in the
clinical management of addiction. It is clinically
imperative that MMT protocols be radically
restructured to transcend basic harm reduction and
explicitly integrate rigorous psychological screening
for Early Maladaptive Schemas at the very onset of
treatment. ldentifying these cognitive vulnerabilities
early provides a critical window for intervention.
Addiction treatment facilities must systematically
incorporate evidence-based psychological therapies,
such as individual and group Schema Therapy,
alongside methadone administration. By utilizing
techniques like limited reparenting and cognitive
restructuring, clinicians can directly target and heal
the core wounds of disconnection and rejection,
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thereby dismantling the psychological infrastructure
that sustains emotional dysregulation and drives
addictive behaviors. Despite the robustness of these
findings, the study is subject to certain limitations that
must be acknowledged. The cross-sectional design
fundamentally precludes the establishment of
definitive causal relationships between the activation
of schemas and the subsequent onset of emotional
problems. Additionally, the reliance on self-report
questionnaires introduces the potential for response
biases, such as social desirability or a lack of
introspective awareness among the participants.
Geographically, the sample was confined to specific
clinics in Tehran, which may limit the generalizability
of the results to broader, culturally diverse clinical
populations. To advance this field of inquiry, future
research should prioritize longitudinal study designs
capable of tracking the dynamic fluctuations of
maladaptive schemas and their direct impact on
emotional states and relapse trajectories over the
entire continuum of addiction recovery. Moreover,
incorporating structured clinical interviews and multi-
informant  assessments would yield a more
comprehensive and objective evaluation of the
patients’ cognitive and emotional architectures.
Finally, investigating the mediating effects of
variables such as resilience, social support networks,
and attachment styles on the relationship between
schemas and emotional distress will be vital for
developing highly customized, holistic, and ultimately
more efficacious interventions for individuals battling
the complex, multidimensional nature of substance
dependence.
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