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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Maladaptive emotional relationships during adolescence may contribute
to anxiety, emotional dependency, relational instability, and poor social adjustment, while early
maladaptive schemas are considered among the most important cognitive-emotional factors
underlying such relational dysfunctions. The present study aimed to investigate the moderating
role of emotional literacy in the relationship between early maladaptive schemas and maladaptive
emotional relationships among adolescents within the framework of an integrative approach to
social studies curriculum reform.

Methodology: This study employed a descriptive-correlational design using a moderation
modeling approach. The statistical population consisted of secondary school adolescents in Tehran
during the 2025-2026 academic year, from whom 360 participants were selected through
multistage cluster random sampling. Research instruments included the Young Schema
Questionnaire—Short Form, the Emotional Literacy Scale, and the Maladaptive Emotional
Relationships Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using SPSS-27 and AMOS-26 through Pearson

correlation coefficients, hierarchical regression analyses, and structural equation modeling.
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and significantly associated with maladaptive emotional relationships, whereas emotional literacy
demonstrated a significant negative association with maladaptive emotional relationships. The
disconnection and rejection schema domain emerged as the strongest predictor of maladaptive
emotional relationships. Moderation analyses further revealed that emotional literacy significantly
moderated the relationships between disconnection and rejection, impaired autonomy and
performance, other-directedness, overvigilance and inhibition, and maladaptive emotional
relationships. In addition, structural model fit indices were within acceptable ranges.

Conclusion: The findings demonstrated that early maladaptive schemas play a substantial role in
the development of maladaptive emotional relationships among adolescents, while emotional
literacy can reduce the negative effects of these schemas. Therefore, integrating emotional literacy
education into social studies curricula may serve as a preventive and developmental strategy for
improving adolescents’ psychological well-being and interpersonal relationship quality.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Adolescence is a critical developmental period
characterized by profound emotional, cognitive, and
interpersonal transformations. During this stage,
adolescents gradually develop stable relational
patterns, emotional regulation abilities, and social
identities  that  significantly  influence  their
psychological well-being and future adjustment.
However, many adolescents experience maladaptive
emotional relationships characterized by emotional
dependency, fear of intimacy, instability in
interpersonal interactions, emotional withdrawal,
jealousy, and relational anxiety. These maladaptive
relational patterns are associated with a wide range of
psychological difficulties, including depression,
impulsive behaviors, self-injury, aggression, and
emotional dysregulation (Wang et al., 2023; Zhou et al.,
2025). Consequently, identifying the psychological
mechanisms  underlying maladaptive emotional
relationships in adolescents has become an important
concern in contemporary developmental and
educational psychology.

One of the most influential constructs in explaining
emotional and interpersonal dysfunction is the
concept of early maladaptive schemas. According to
schema theory, early maladaptive schemas are
pervasive cognitive-emotional patterns formed during
childhood and adolescence through adverse relational
experiences, emotional deprivation, rejection, abuse,
insecure attachment, or dysfunctional parenting
practices. Once formed, these schemas shape
individuals’ interpretations of themselves, others, and
interpersonal situations and tend to remain relatively
stable across the lifespan (May et al., 2022; Pilkington et
al., 2020). Research has consistently demonstrated that
early maladaptive schemas are associated with
numerous emotional and behavioral problems,
including depression, anxiety, aggression, self-
harming behaviors, impulsivity, substance abuse, and
relational dysfunction (Carreiras et al., 2023; Kurnal-
Ulusoy, 2026).

Several studies have specifically emphasized the role
of maladaptive schemas in adolescents’ emotional and
relational functioning. Borges and Dell’ Aglio reported
that maladaptive schemas significantly predicted
dating violence symptomatology and dysfunctional
relational patterns among adolescents (Borges &
Dell’Aglio, 2020). Similarly, Celsi and colleagues found
that adverse childhood experiences and maladaptive
schemas contributed to cyber dating abuse among

adolescents and young adults (Celsi et al., 2021). Other
studies have shown that maladaptive schemas are
associated with jealousy, emotional instability, risky
behaviors, and interpersonal conflicts (Faraji et al.,
2022; Karimi et al, 2023). In addition, studies
examining attachment and family functioning
demonstrated  that  insecure  attachment and
dysfunctional family interactions increase the
likelihood of developing maladaptive schemas and
subsequent interpersonal problems (Luk&g & Popelkovd,
2020; Tsouvelas et al., 2025).

Another construct receiving increasing attention in
recent years is emotional literacy. Emotional literacy
refers to individuals’ ability to recognize, understand,
express, and regulate emotions in themselves and
others. Adolescents with higher emotional literacy
tend to show greater emotional awareness, empathy,
communication skills, and interpersonal competence,
while those with lower emotional literacy are more
vulnerable to impulsive reactions, emotional
dysregulation, and maladaptive  relationships.
Emotional literacy is therefore considered a protective
factor against psychological maladjustment and
relational ~ dysfunction. Previous research has
demonstrated that emotional regulation difficulties
mediate the relationship between maladaptive
schemas and self-injurious or impulsive behaviors
(Khosravi, 2025; Manesh et al., 2024). Likewise,
Mahdavi and colleagues showed that interventions
focused on emotional regulation and compassion-
based techniques improved adolescents’ emotional
adjustment and reduced loneliness and emotional
difficulties (Mahdavi et al., 2020).

Despite extensive evidence regarding the independent
effects of maladaptive schemas and emotional
competencies, limited research has examined the
moderating role of emotional literacy in the
relationship between early maladaptive schemas and
maladaptive ~ emotional  relationships ~ among
adolescents. Moreover, little attention has been paid
to the educational implications of these relationships,
particularly within the context of social studies
curricula. Contemporary educational perspectives
emphasize that schools should not only transmit
academic knowledge but also promote emotional and
social ~ competencies that facilitate  healthy
interpersonal  functioning. Therefore, integrating
emotional literacy education into social studies
curricula may provide adolescents with opportunities
to improve emotional awareness, empathy,
interpersonal understanding, and healthy relational
skills (Aasen et al., 2024, 2025). Accordingly, the
present study aimed to investigate the moderating role




of emotional literacy in the relationship between early
maladaptive schemas and maladaptive emotional
relationships among adolescents  within  the
framework of an integrative approach to social studies
curriculum reform.

Methodology

This study employed an applied, descriptive-
correlational design using a moderating model
approach. The statistical population consisted of high
school adolescents studying in Tehran during the
2025-2026 academic year. A total of 360 adolescents
were selected through multistage cluster random
sampling from different educational districts of
Tehran. Participants ranged in age from 15 to 18 years
and included both male and female students enrolled
in secondary schools.

Data were collected wusing three standardized
instruments. Early maladaptive schemas were
assessed using the Young Schema Questionnaire—
Short Form, which measures five major schema
domains including disconnection and rejection,
impaired autonomy and performance, impaired limits,
other-directedness, and overvigilance and inhibition.
Emotional literacy was measured using the Emotional
Literacy Scale, assessing emotional awareness,
emotional expression, empathy, emotional regulation,
and emotional communication skills. Maladaptive
emotional relationships were assessed using the
Relationship Scales Questionnaire, which evaluates
dysfunctional relational patterns such as emotional
dependency, relational anxiety, fear of intimacy, and
emotional avoidance.

After obtaining ethical approval and school
permissions,  questionnaires  were administered
collectively in classroom settings. Participants were
informed about confidentiality and voluntary
participation. Data were analyzed using SPSS-27 and
AMOS-26. Descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation
coefficients,  hierarchical  regression  analyses,
moderation analyses, and structural equation
modeling were conducted. Statistical assumptions
including normality, independence of errors, and
multicollinearity were also examined prior to
inferential analyses.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that the disconnection
and rejection schema domain had the highest mean
score among the maladaptive schema domains,
followed by overvigilance and inhibition.
Maladaptive emotional relationships also showed
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moderate-to-high mean levels among participants,
while emotional literacy demonstrated moderate
levels overall.

Correlation analyses revealed that all domains of early
maladaptive ~ schemas  were  positively and
significantly associated with maladaptive emotional
relationships. The strongest correlation was found
between the disconnection and rejection schema
domain and maladaptive emotional relationships.
Overvigilance and inhibition, impaired autonomy and
performance, other-directedness, and impaired limits
also demonstrated significant positive associations
with maladaptive emotional relationships. In contrast,
emotional literacy was negatively and significantly
correlated with maladaptive emotional relationships
as well as all maladaptive schema domains.

Hierarchical regression analyses showed that
maladaptive schema domains significantly predicted
maladaptive emotional relationships. Among the
schema domains, disconnection and rejection emerged
as the strongest predictor, followed by overvigilance
and inhibition and impaired autonomy and
performance. Emotional literacy negatively predicted
maladaptive emotional relationships, indicating that
adolescents  with  higher  emotional literacy
experienced fewer dysfunctional relational patterns.

Moderation analyses demonstrated that emotional
literacy significantly moderated the relationship
between several maladaptive schema domains and
maladaptive emotional relationships. Specifically, the
effects of disconnection and rejection, impaired
autonomy and performance, other-directedness, and
overvigilance and inhibition on maladaptive
emotional relationships became weaker at higher
levels of emotional literacy. However, the moderating
effect of emotional literacy on the relationship
between impaired limits and maladaptive emotional
relationships was not statistically significant.

Structural equation modeling indicated satisfactory
model fit indices. The obtained values for CFI, IFI,
GFI, and TLI were all above acceptable thresholds,
while  RMSEA and SRMR wvalues indicated
appropriate model fit. These findings supported the
proposed conceptual model regarding the direct
effects of maladaptive schemas and emotional literacy
as well as the moderating role of emotional literacy.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that
early maladaptive schemas play a significant role in
adolescents’ maladaptive emotional relationships.
Adolescents who experienced stronger schemas
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related to rejection, emotional  deprivation,
dependency, emotional inhibition, or insecurity were
more likely to engage in dysfunctional emotional
relationships characterized by instability, dependency,
emotional avoidance, and relational anxiety. These
findings suggest that maladaptive schemas function as
enduring cognitive-emaotional structures influencing
adolescents’  interpretations  of  interpersonal
interactions and emotional experiences.

The strongest predictive role belonged to the
disconnection and rejection schema domain,
indicating that adolescents who perceive others as
emotionally unavailable, rejecting, or unreliable may
develop maladaptive emotional expectations and
insecure relational patterns. Similarly, adolescents
characterized by overvigilance and emotional
inhibition may suppress emotions, fear vulnerability,
and experience difficulties establishing healthy
intimacy and emotional trust.

One of the most important findings of this study was
the protective role of emotional literacy. Adolescents
with higher emotional literacy showed lower levels of
maladaptive emotional relationships even when
maladaptive schemas were present. Emotional literacy
appeared to weaken the influence of maladaptive
schemas on dysfunctional relational patterns by
improving emotional awareness, empathy, emotional
regulation, and communication skills. Therefore,

emotional literacy may function as a psychological
resilience factor that prevents maladaptive cognitive-
emotional structures from translating into destructive
interpersonal behaviors.

The findings also have important educational
implications. The results suggest that emotional
literacy training should be integrated into social
studies curricula and  broader  school-based
educational programs. Schools can serve as important
developmental contexts for promoting emotional
awareness, empathy, social understanding, and
healthy relational skills. Integrating emotional literacy
into educational curricula may reduce adolescents’
vulnerability to maladaptive emotional relationships
and contribute to psychological well-being and social
adjustment.

Overall, the findings emphasize the importance of
addressing both cognitive-emotional vulnerabilities
and emotional competencies in  adolescent
development. Early maladaptive schemas appear to
contribute significantly to maladaptive emotional
relationships, whereas emotional literacy can reduce
the severity of these effects. Consequently,
educational, counseling, and preventive interventions
targeting emotional literacy and schema-related
vulnerabilities may play a valuable role in improving
adolescents’ emotional and relational functioning.
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