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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Major Depressive Disorder is associated with experiential
avoidance, intolerance of uncertainty, and cognitive inflexibility, all of which play
significant roles in the persistence and severity of depressive symptoms. The present study
aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Schema Therapy on experiential avoidance,
intolerance of uncertainty, and cognitive flexibility in patients with Major Depressive
Disorder.

Methodology: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest,
and two-month follow-up assessments alongside a control group. The statistical population
included patients diagnosed with Major Depressive Disorder who attended counseling
centers and psychological clinics in Tehran in 2024. A total of 40 participants were
selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control
groups. The research instruments included the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-II,

the Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale, and the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory. The
How to Cite: Mokhtari nahal, 0. €xperimental group received twelve 90-minute sessions of Schema Therapy, while the
Sametifar, A., Kaviani, M. & control group remained on a waiting list. Data were analyzed using mixed repeated-

Cheraghi, S. (2024). The Effectiveness  measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post hoc tests in SPSS-27.
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Avoidance, Intolerance of Uncertainty, ~ Findings: The results of repeated-measures ANOVA demonstrated significant effects of

and Cognitive Flexibility in Patients  time, group, and time-by-group interaction for experiential avoidance, intolerance of
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and Health, 2(2), 1-15. ' Therapy significantly reduced experiential avoidance and intolerance of uncertainty while
significantly increasing cognitive flexibility in the experimental group compared to the
control group. Bonferroni post hoc analyses also revealed significant differences between
pretest and posttest as well as between pretest and follow-up stages, whereas differences
between posttest and follow-up were not significant, indicating the stability of treatment
effects over time.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that Schema Therapy can be considered an effective
intervention for reducing experiential avoidance and intolerance of uncertainty while
enhancing cognitive flexibility in patients with Major Depressive Disorder. By modifying
early maladaptive schemas and promoting emotional acceptance, this therapeutic approach
may facilitate sustainable improvements in emotional and cognitive functioning.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Major Depressive Disorder (MDD) is one of the most
prevalent and disabling psychological disorders
worldwide and is associated with persistent sadness,
hopelessness,  cognitive  dysfunction, emotional
dysregulation, and impairment in interpersonal and
occupational functioning. Contemporary perspectives
on depression emphasize that the disorder is not merely
characterized by negative mood symptoms, but also by
maladaptive cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
processes that contribute to its onset and maintenance
(Barlow et al., 2021; Salicru, 2021). Recent
transdiagnostic approaches have highlighted the role of
underlying psychological mechanisms shared across
emotional  disorders, particularly  experiential
avoidance, intolerance of uncertainty, and cognitive
inflexibility (Southward et al., 2024; Haymosa, 2022).

Experiential avoidance refers to the tendency to avoid,
suppress, or control unpleasant internal experiences
such as distressing thoughts, emotions, and memories.
Individuals with depression often engage in avoidance-
based coping strategies that intensify emotional
suffering and reinforce maladaptive schemas. Studies
have demonstrated significant associations between
experiential avoidance and depression severity,
emotional  dysregulation, and  psychological
inflexibility (Fan et al., 2023; Presley et al., 2023).
Similarly, intolerance of uncertainty has been
identified as a critical vulnerability factor in emotional
disorders. People with low tolerance for ambiguity
perceive uncertain situations as threatening and
uncontrollable, which increases anxiety, rumination,
and depressive symptoms (Chigwedere & Moran, 2022;
Veilleux, 2022). Depressed individuals frequently
struggle with ambiguity related to the future,
relationships, and life decisions, which perpetuates
cognitive distress and hopelessness.

Another important construct associated  with
depression is cognitive flexibility, which refers to the
capacity to adapt cognitive processing, reconsider
interpretations, and generate alternative solutions in
challenging situations. Individuals with depression
often exhibit rigid thinking patterns, negative
interpretations, and repetitive rumination that reduce
their ability to adapt to changing conditions (Grimmer,
2022; McCracken & Scott, 2023). Reduced cognitive
flexibility has been linked to emotional dysregulation,
psychological vulnerability, and maladaptive coping
responses (Sauer-ZavaIa et al.,, 2020; Southward et al.,
2024).

Schema Therapy is an integrative therapeutic approach
developed to address chronic psychological difficulties
rooted in early maladaptive schemas. This approach
combines cognitive-behavioral, attachment-based,
experiential, and emotion-focused techniques to
modify dysfunctional beliefs and maladaptive coping
styles. According to schema theory, depressive
symptoms emerge from deeply rooted schemas such as
abandonment, defectiveness, emotional deprivation,
and failure that are activated by stressful life
experiences (Boecking et al., 2024; Roscoe & Taylor,
2023). Schema Therapy attempts to transform these
maladaptive structures through cognitive restructuring,
experiential techniques, emotional processing, and
behavioral change.

Previous studies have demonstrated the effectiveness
of schema-based interventions in improving emotional
regulation, distress tolerance, and maladaptive coping
mechanisms (Babaeifard et al., 2024; Zemestani et al.,
2022). Furthermore, evidence suggests that schema-
oriented approaches can reduce cognitive avoidance
and improve psychological flexibility (Eftekari &
Bakhtiari, 2022; Moharrami et al., 2024). Despite the
growing literature on schema-based interventions,
limited studies have simultaneously examined the
effects of Schema Therapy on experiential avoidance,
intolerance of uncertainty, and cognitive flexibility
among individuals with Major Depressive Disorder.
Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the
effectiveness of Schema Therapy on experiential
avoidance, intolerance of uncertainty, and cognitive
flexibility in patients with Major Depressive Disorder.

Methodology

The present study employed a quasi-experimental
design with pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up
assessments alongside a control group. The statistical
population consisted of patients diagnosed with Major
Depressive  Disorder who were referred to
psychological counseling centers and mental health
clinics in Tehran in 2024. Following clinical interviews
based on DSM diagnostic criteria and psychological
evaluation by licensed clinical psychologists, 40
eligible participants were selected using purposive
sampling. Participants were randomly assigned to
either the experimental group (n=20) or the control
group (n=20).

Inclusion criteria included age between 20 and 45
years, diagnosis of Major Depressive Disorder,
minimum educational level of high school diploma,
absence of severe psychiatric disorders such as
psychosis or bipolar disorder, and willingness to




participate in the study. Exclusion criteria included
absence from more than two treatment sessions,
concurrent psychological interventions, substance
abuse, and unwillingness to continue participation.

The Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-11 (AAQ-I1)
was used to assess experiential avoidance. Intolerance
of uncertainty was measured using the Intolerance of
Uncertainty Scale (IUS), and cognitive flexibility was
assessed through the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory
(CFD). All instruments demonstrated satisfactory
psychometric properties in previous studies and were
appropriate for clinical populations.

The experimental group received Schema Therapy in
twelve weekly 90-minute group sessions, whereas the
control group remained on a waiting list and received
no psychological intervention during the study period.
The intervention included psychoeducation regarding
maladaptive schemas, identification of dysfunctional
coping styles, cognitive restructuring, emotional
processing, imagery techniques, schema mode work,
and behavioral pattern modification. The therapy was
conducted by a trained therapist experienced in
Schema Therapy.

Data were collected at pretest, posttest, and two-month
follow-up stages. Statistical analyses were conducted
using SPSS-27. Descriptive statistics including means
and standard deviations were calculated. Assumptions
of normality, homogeneity of variance, and sphericity
were evaluated using Shapiro-Wilk, Levene’s, and
Mauchly’s tests, respectively. Mixed repeated-
measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) and
Bonferroni post hoc comparisons were performed to
analyze the data.

Findings

The demographic findings indicated that the
experimental and control groups did not significantly
differ in terms of age, marital status, or educational
level at baseline. Therefore, initial group homogeneity
was established.

Descriptive findings revealed that experiential
avoidance and intolerance of uncertainty scores
significantly decreased in the experimental group from
pretest to posttest and follow-up, whereas cognitive
flexibility scores significantly increased. In contrast,
the control group demonstrated minimal changes
across assessment stages.

The results of mixed repeated-measures ANOVA
showed significant effects of time, group, and time-by-
group interaction for all three variables. For
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experiential avoidance, the interaction effect was
statistically significant (P<0.001), indicating that the
reduction observed in the experimental group was
attributable to Schema Therapy. Similar findings were
obtained for intolerance of uncertainty, where
significant decreases were observed in the treatment
group across posttest and follow-up stages.
Furthermore, cognitive  flexibility  significantly
improved in the experimental group compared to the
control group.

The effect sizes obtained through eta-squared
coefficients indicated strong intervention effects. The
highest effect size was related to cognitive flexibility,
suggesting that Schema Therapy substantially
improved adaptive cognitive functioning among
depressed patients.

Bonferroni post hoc analyses demonstrated significant
differences between pretest and posttest as well as
between pretest and follow-up assessments for all
variables in the experimental group. However,
differences between posttest and follow-up were not
statistically significant, indicating the stability and
maintenance of therapeutic gains over time.

Overall, the findings suggest that Schema Therapy
effectively reduced experiential avoidance and
intolerance of uncertainty while increasing cognitive
flexibility in patients with Major Depressive Disorder.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that
Schema Therapy significantly improved experiential
avoidance, intolerance of uncertainty, and cognitive
flexibility among patients with Major Depressive
Disorder. These findings support contemporary
transdiagnostic models emphasizing the central role of
maladaptive emotional and cognitive processes in
depression.

The reduction in experiential avoidance may be
explained by the experiential and emotion-focused
techniques employed in Schema Therapy. Depressed
individuals frequently attempt to suppress or avoid
painful emotions, memories, and internal experiences.
Schema Therapy encourages emotional processing and
acceptance through imagery rescripting, chair work,
and corrective emotional experiences. Consequently,
patients gradually learn to tolerate distressing emotions
rather than escaping from them. This process likely
contributed to the observed reduction in experiential
avoidance.
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The findings regarding intolerance of uncertainty also
suggest that Schema Therapy helps patients reinterpret
uncertainty in less threatening ways. Maladaptive
schemas often cause individuals to perceive the world
as unsafe and unpredictable. By modifying these deep-
rooted cognitive structures, Schema Therapy may
increase emotional tolerance and reduce anxiety
related to ambiguity and uncertainty.

The improvement in cognitive flexibility can also be
understood within the framework of schema
modification and cognitive restructuring. Depressed
individuals commonly display rigid thinking patterns
and difficulty generating adaptive interpretations of
stressful events. Through cognitive and experiential
interventions, Schema Therapy enables patients to
challenge dysfunctional beliefs and develop more
flexible and adaptive cognitive responses.

The maintenance of treatment effects during follow-up
indicates that Schema Therapy may produce relatively
enduring psychological changes rather than temporary
symptom reduction. This durability may stem from the
intervention’s focus on core schemas and long-
standing emotional patterns rather than merely
targeting surface-level symptoms.

The present findings highlight the clinical significance
of Schema Therapy for individuals suffering from
depression. Since experiential avoidance, intolerance
of uncertainty, and cognitive inflexibility are common
across many emotional disorders, Schema Therapy
may serve as an effective transdiagnostic intervention
capable of addressing multiple psychological
vulnerabilities simultaneously.

Despite its contributions, the present study had several
limitations. The sample size was relatively small and
limited to patients from Tehran, which may reduce
generalizability. Additionally, self-report measures
may have been influenced by response biases. Future
studies are encouraged to use larger and more diverse
samples, longer follow-up periods, and comparative
treatment designs involving other contemporary
therapeutic approaches.

In conclusion, Schema Therapy appears to be an
effective intervention for improving maladaptive
emotional and cognitive processes in patients with
Major Depressive Disorder. By reducing experiential
avoidance and intolerance of uncertainty while
enhancing cognitive flexibility, Schema Therapy may
contribute to more sustainable psychological recovery
and improved emotional functioning among depressed
individuals.
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