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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Dysfunctional relationship beliefs and depression are among the
most significant factors threatening marital quality and psychological well-being, often
leading to chronic conflicts, reduced marital satisfaction, and impaired social
functioning. The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of schema therapy
on relationship beliefs and depression among married individuals aged 25-40 referring
to counseling centers in Tehran.

Methodology: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest-posttest
and a control group. The statistical population included married individuals aged 25-40
who referred to counseling centers in Tehran in 2023. A total of 30 participants were
selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and
control groups. Data collection instruments included the Relationship Beliefs Inventory
developed by Epstein and Eidelson and the Beck Depression Inventory. The

experimental group received ten 90-minute sessions of schema therapy, whereas the
How to Cite: Hosseini, A., Salahi, S, control group received no intervention. Data were analyzed using multivariate and

Ahmadi  Portesiyeh, P., Esmaeili univariate analyses of covariance.
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results of univariate analysis of covariance revealed a significant reduction in depression

in the experimental group compared to the control group (F=52.412, P<0.001).

Conclusion: The findings indicated that schema therapy can effectively reduce
dysfunctional relationship beliefs and depressive symptoms through modifying early
maladaptive schemas and improving cognitive-emotional functioning. Therefore, schema
therapy may be considered an effective therapeutic approach for improving marital
relationships and psychological health among married individuals experiencing relational
and emotional difficulties.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Family relationships and marital interactions play a
central role in psychological well-being, emotional
security, and social adjustment. In recent decades,
increasing marital conflicts, emotional disconnection,
maladaptive communication patterns, and depressive
symptoms among married individuals have attracted
considerable attention from researchers and clinicians.
Cognitive and interpersonal theories suggest that
dysfunctional cognitive structures and maladaptive
schemas significantly contribute to emotional distress
and impaired marital functioning (Dozois & Beck, 2023;
Uluyol & Ozen-Giplak, 2024). Early maladaptive
schemas are deep and pervasive cognitive-emotional
patterns formed during childhood and adolescence
through adverse experiences and unmet emotional
needs. These schemas influence individuals’
perceptions, emotional responses, and interpersonal
behaviors throughout adulthood, particularly within
intimate relationships (Dozois, 2021; GULer, 2022).
Research has shown that maladaptive schemas are
strongly associated with marital dissatisfaction,
interpersonal conflicts, emotional instability, domestic
violence, and psychological disorders (Masoudzadeh et
al., 2021; Uluyol & Ozen-Giplak, 2024).

Relationship beliefs constitute another important
cognitive factor influencing marital interactions.
Dysfunctional relationship beliefs include unrealistic
assumptions about intimacy, partner behavior,
emotional expectations, perfectionism, mind-reading
expectations, and the belief that disagreement is
destructive. Such beliefs can intensify
misunderstandings, emotional reactions, and marital
dissatisfaction (Dattilio & Epstein, 2021; Miri et al,,
2024). Individuals with maladaptive interpersonal
schemas often interpret their partner’s behaviors
negatively and experience chronic emotional distress
in close relationships. Previous studies demonstrated
that emotional schemas and maladaptive cognitions
are associated with poor communication patterns,
distrust, emotional dysregulation, and relational
instability (Alimoradi et al., 2022; Miri et al., 2024).

Depression is among the most prevalent
psychological disorders affecting interpersonal
functioning and marital quality. Depressed individuals
commonly experience hopelessness, low self-worth,
negative automatic thoughts, and impaired emotional
regulation. Cognitive models of depression emphasize
the role of maladaptive schemas and dysfunctional
cognitive structures in the development and

maintenance of depressive symptoms (Dozois & Beck,
2023; Shunchao & Chungiu, 2024). Moreover,
interpersonal  difficulties and  poor  social
connectedness have been identified as important
contributors to depression and psychological
maladjustment  (Dozois, 2021).  Consequently,
interventions targeting both maladaptive schemas and
interpersonal functioning may effectively improve
marital relationships and psychological health.

Schema therapy has emerged as an integrative and
comprehensive therapeutic approach combining
cognitive-behavioral, attachment-based,
psychodynamic, and experiential techniques to
modify maladaptive schemas and improve emotional
functioning (Gazzillo et al., 2021; Videler et al., 2020).
Unlike traditional cognitive-behavioral interventions
that mainly focus on automatic thoughts and
behaviors, schema therapy emphasizes deeper
personality structures, unmet emotional needs, and
maladaptive coping styles (Carreiras et al., 2023;
Fernandez et al., 2021). Previous research demonstrated
the effectiveness of schema therapy in improving
emotional regulation, self-esteem, interpersonal
functioning, and psychological well-being (Barooti et
al., 2024; Moradi & Moradi, 2023). Furthermore, schema
therapy has shown promising outcomes in treating
obsessive-compulsive  disorder, social anxiety,
emotional dysregulation, marital conflict, and
personality disorders (Aflakian et al., 2023; Margolin,
2022; Penney & Norton, 2021).

Several studies have specifically examined the effects
of schema therapy on marital relationships and
emotional functioning among couples. Findings
indicate that schema therapy improves marital quality,
emotional expression, emotional maturity, conflict
resolution, and communication skills in couples
experiencing relational distress (Ahangari et al., 2024;
Pasha et al., 2024). Schema-focused interventions also
reduced fear of intimacy, emotional loneliness, and
maladaptive attitudes toward infidelity while
improving forgiveness and emotional adjustment
(Khandabi et al, 2024; Samakoush & Yousefi, 2023;
Sobhani et al., 2021). Moreover, schema therapy has
been found to improve self-differentiation, trust, and
emotional security among couples affected by marital
infidelity (Miri et al., 2024; Tahmasebizadeh et al., 2024).
Studies comparing schema therapy with cognitive-
behavioral approaches further demonstrated that
schema therapy may produce deeper and more
enduring cognitive-emotional changes because of its
emphasis on underlying schemas and emotional
experiences (Carreiras et al., 2023; Hajjabari et al., 2023).




The effectiveness of schema therapy may be
attributed to its multidimensional nature and focus on
emotional experiences and interpersonal needs.
Through  cognitive  restructuring,  experiential
exercises, imagery rescripting, chair work, and
behavioral interventions, individuals become more
aware of maladaptive patterns and learn healthier
emotional and interpersonal responses (Fernandez et
al., 2021; Videler et al., 2020). This therapeutic process
enhances cognitive flexibility, emotional awareness,
and adaptive coping mechanisms, ultimately
improving relationship functioning and reducing
psychological distress. In addition, recent studies
suggest that social skills training, emotional
processing, and cognitive interventions may mediate
treatment outcomes and enhance psychological
adjustment (Devoe et al., 2024).

Despite the growing body of research supporting
schema therapy, limited studies have simultaneously
investigated its effectiveness on both relationship
beliefs and depression among married individuals.
Most previous research focused on either emotional
regulation, marital infidelity, communication skills, or
psychological symptoms separately (Pasha et al., 2024;
Tahmasebizadeh et al., 2024). Therefore, examining the
impact of schema therapy on dysfunctional
relationship  beliefs and depressive symptoms
concurrently may contribute to a deeper
understanding of the therapeutic mechanisms
underlying marital and psychological adjustment.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to investigate
the effectiveness of schema therapy on relationship
beliefs and depression among married individuals
aged 25 to 40 years referring to counseling centers in
Tehran.

Methodology

The present study employed a quasi-experimental
design using a pretest-posttest format with a control
group. The statistical population consisted of married
individuals aged 25 to 40 years who referred to
counseling centers in Tehran during 2023. Using
convenience sampling, 30 participants were selected
and randomly assigned into experimental and control
groups, each containing 15 participants. Participants
in the experimental group received ten 90-minute
sessions of schema therapy, while the control group
received no intervention during the study period.

Data collection was conducted using the Relationship
Beliefs Inventory developed by Epstein and Eidelson
and the Beck Depression Inventory. The Relationship
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Beliefs Inventory assesses maladaptive relationship
cognitions, including disagreement destructiveness,
mind-reading expectations, beliefs about partner
changeability, perfectionism, and gender-related
beliefs. The Beck Depression Inventory was used to
assess depressive symptoms and emotional distress.
Prior to intervention, both groups completed the
questionnaires as a pretest. After completion of the
therapeutic sessions, both groups completed the
guestionnaires again as a posttest.

The schema therapy intervention focused on
identifying and modifying early maladaptive schemas,
dysfunctional  relationship  beliefs,  emotional
dysregulation, and maladaptive coping strategies.
Therapeutic techniques included cognitive
restructuring,  imagery  rescripting, emotional
awareness exercises, behavioral pattern breaking,
chair work, and communication skills training.
Participants were encouraged to identify the origins of
their maladaptive schemas and replace dysfunctional
cognitive-emotional patterns  with healthier
alternatives.

Data analysis was performed using SPSS-27 software.
Descriptive statistics including means and standard
deviations were calculated for all variables.
Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA)
and univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA)
were employed to evaluate differences between the
experimental and control groups while controlling for
pretest scores. Statistical significance was considered
at the 0.05 level.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that the mean scores of
relationship beliefs and depression decreased in the
experimental group during the posttest phase
compared to the pretest phase, whereas the control
group showed no meaningful improvement.
Specifically, participants in the experimental group
demonstrated substantial reductions in disagreement
destructiveness, belief in partner unchangeability,
mind-reading expectations, perfectionism, beliefs
regarding gender differences, and depressive
symptoms following schema therapy intervention.

The results of multivariate analysis of covariance
demonstrated significant differences between the
experimental and control groups in all components of
relationship beliefs after controlling for pretest scores.
Significant group differences were observed in
disagreement destructiveness (F=153.457, P<0.001),
belief in partner unchangeability (F=213.897,




P<0.001), mind-reading expectations (F=145.317,
P<0.001), perfectionism (F=198.376, P<0.001), and
beliefs regarding gender differences (F=204.457,
P<0.001). Effect size estimates indicated strong
treatment effects across all relationship belief
components.

The findings also revealed a significant reduction in
depressive symptoms among participants receiving
schema therapy compared to the control group. The
results of univariate analysis of covariance showed a
statistically significant group effect on depression
scores after controlling for pretest values (F=52.412,
P<0.001). Participants in the experimental group
experienced substantial improvements in emotional
functioning and reductions in depressive symptoms
following the intervention.

Overall, the findings demonstrated that schema
therapy effectively reduced maladaptive relationship
beliefs and depressive symptoms among married
individuals attending counseling centers.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that
schema therapy significantly improved relationship
beliefs and reduced depression among married
individuals. These results suggest that modifying
maladaptive schemas and dysfunctional cognitive-
emotional patterns can positively influence marital
interactions and psychological well-being.
Participants who received schema therapy exhibited
reduced maladaptive cognitions regarding marital
disagreements, unrealistic expectations,
perfectionism, and interpersonal mistrust, alongside
improvements in  emotional functioning and
depressive symptoms.

One possible explanation for these findings is that
maladaptive relationship beliefs are deeply rooted in
early maladaptive schemas formed through childhood
experiences and unmet emotional needs. When these
schemas become activated in intimate relationships,
individuals may interpret interactions negatively,
respond defensively, and experience chronic
emotional distress. Schema therapy helps individuals
identify these maladaptive cognitive-emotional
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patterns and replace them with healthier beliefs and
adaptive coping strategies. Through experiential and
cognitive techniques, participants become more aware
of their emotional needs and interpersonal reactions,
leading to healthier communication and improved
emotional regulation.

Another important explanation relates to the impact of
schema therapy on emotional processing and self-
awareness. Many individuals with depression and
marital difficulties experience persistent negative
thinking patterns, emotional suppression, and
maladaptive coping styles. Schema therapy directly
addresses these underlying emotional vulnerabilities
by integrating cognitive  restructuring  with
experiential interventions. As a result, participants
become more capable of regulating emotions,
expressing needs constructively, and reducing
maladaptive reactions during interpersonal
interactions.

The reduction in depressive symptoms observed in
this study may also be explained by improvements in
interpersonal functioning and social connectedness.
Marital conflicts and dysfunctional communication
patterns often intensify emotional distress and
depressive symptoms. When couples develop
healthier communication patterns and more adaptive
emotional responses, emotional security and
psychological well-being increase. Schema therapy
facilitates these changes by improving emotional
expression, reducing cognitive distortions, and
strengthening interpersonal trust and intimacy.

Overall, the findings of the present study indicate that
schema therapy is an effective intervention for
improving  marital  cognitions and  reducing
psychological distress among married individuals. By
targeting deep-rooted maladaptive schemas and
emotional vulnerabilities, schema therapy promotes
healthier interpersonal  functioning, emotional
regulation, and cognitive flexibility. Therefore, this
therapeutic approach may be considered a valuable
intervention for counseling centers and mental health
professionals working with couples experiencing
relationship difficulties and depression.
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