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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Noncongenital spinal cord injury may lead not only to physical disability
but also to significant psychological consequences, including reduced frustration tolerance and
increased stress symptoms. This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of contextual schema
therapy and emotion-focused therapy on frustration tolerance and stress symptoms among welfare
clients with noncongenital spinal cord injury in Mashhad.

Methodology: This study used a three-group quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test,
three-month follow-up, and a control group. The statistical population included individuals with
noncongenital spinal cord injury covered by the Welfare Organization of Mashhad. A total of 36
participants were selected through purposive sampling based on inclusion criteria and were then
randomly assigned to contextual schema therapy, emotion-focused therapy, and control groups,
with 12 participants in each group. Data were collected using Harrington’s Frustration Discomfort
Scale and the Stress Symptoms Questionnaire developed by Khodayarifard and Parand. Data were
analyzed using mixed repeated-measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post-hoc tests in
SPSS-23.

Findings: Mixed repeated-measures ANOVA showed significant effects of time, time by group
interaction, and between-group differences for frustration tolerance: F=202.11, p=0.001, 1>=0.86;
F=68.03, p=0.001, n?>=0.81; and F=5.96, p=0.01, 1*=0.27, respectively. Significant effects were
also found for stress symptoms: time effect, F=56.86, p=0.001, n>=0.63; time by group interaction,
F=15.18, p=0.001, 1?>=0.48; and between-group effect, F=13.02, p=0.001, n>=0.44. Bonferroni
comparisons indicated significant differences between the intervention groups and the control
group for the outcome variables, while direct comparisons between the two active treatments were
not statistically significant.

Conclusion: Both contextual schema therapy and emotion-focused therapy were effective in
improving psychological outcomes among individuals with noncongenital spinal cord injury, and
the treatment effects remained stable at the three-month follow-up. Overall, contextual schema
therapy appears suitable for improving frustration tolerance, while emotion-focused therapy may
be particularly useful for reducing stress symptoms.

Keywords: Contextual schema therapy; emotion-focused therapy; frustration tolerance; stress
symptoms; noncongenital spinal cord injury; welfare clients.

Oeme]

Copyright: © 2027 by the authors. Published under the terms and conditions of Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://orcid.org/0009-0006-4156-965X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2145-6835
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7544-2223
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

Comparing the Effectiveness of Contextual Schema Therapy and Emotion-Focused... (Fayyaz et al)

Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Noncongenital spinal cord injury is a life-altering
condition that produces profound physical, functional,
psychological, and social consequences. Beyond
motor impairment, sensory disruption, pain, and
reduced independence, individuals with spinal cord
injury frequently experience emotional distress,
uncertainty about the future, social role disruption,
and difficulties in adapting to new limitations (Ahuja
et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2021). Research has shown that
spinal cord injury is associated with vulnerability to
posttraumatic stress, anxiety, negative appraisal,
depressive symptoms, and psychological distress,
indicating that rehabilitation should not be limited to
physical recovery but must also address psychological
adaptation  (Pollock et al, 2017). Biological
consequences such as oxidative stress and secondary
injury mechanisms may further intensify the burden
of this condition and contribute to prolonged
adjustment difficulties (Lin et al., 2021). Within this
context, frustration tolerance and stress symptoms are
two clinically important psychological variables.
Frustration intolerance is associated with emotional
dysregulation, anger, psychological helplessness,
perceived stress, and depressive symptoms (Abouei &
Amiri, 2019; Barari Bazyar Khili & Ebrahimi, 2021,
Karamipour et al., 2022). Stress, as a multidimensional
response involving cognitive, emotional, behavioral,
and physiological components, can become persistent
when individuals perceive their coping resources as
insufficient for managing demanding life events
(Taylor, 2018). Therefore, people with noncongenital
spinal cord injury may require psychological
interventions that target both deep cognitive-
emotional patterns and active emotional distress.

Contextual schema therapy and emotion-focused
therapy are two relevant approaches for this
population. Schema therapy focuses on early
maladaptive schemas, coping modes, unmet
emotional needs, and the development of the healthy
adult mode, making it suitable for individuals whose
frustration intolerance is rooted in rigid beliefs,
vulnerability, —shame,  perceived failure, or
maladaptive coping patterns (Farrell et al., 2017;
Stevens & Roediger, 2020). Recent findings have
supported the effectiveness of contextual schema
therapy and schema-based interventions in improving
emotion regulation, reducing painful somatic
symptoms, increasing frustration tolerance, and
modifying maladaptive schemas (Emam Zamani et al.,
2023; Mohamadzadeh & Banisi, 2025; Taj lliayifar et al.,

2025). Evidence also suggests that early maladaptive
schemas and intolerance of uncertainty play important
roles in psychological disorders involving chronic
worry and emotional distress (Riley et al., 2026; Veisi et
al., 2026). Emotion-focused therapy, on the other
hand, directly targets emotional awareness, emotional
processing, emotional expression, and transformation
of maladaptive emotional responses. Studies have
shown its effectiveness in improving psychological
capital, posttraumatic growth, distress tolerance,
resilience, parenting self-efficacy, quality of life,
social adjustment, and frustration tolerance across
different clinical and nonclinical populations (Ebrahimi
et al., 2022; Farhoudi Manesh, 2025; Hasani Rad et al.,
2025; Mikaeili et al., 2025; Zamiri & Zamani, 2019).
Comparative evidence also indicates that emotion-
focused therapy and mode-focused schema therapy
may differ in their effects depending on the target
problem and population (Afsar et al., 2021). Moreover,
emotion management training has been shown to
reduce aggression in patients with spinal cord injury,
highlighting the clinical value of emotion regulation
interventions in this group (Khosravi Nia et al., 2020).
Accordingly, the present study aimed to compare the
effectiveness of contextual schema therapy and
emotion-focused therapy on frustration tolerance and
stress symptoms among welfare clients with
noncongenital spinal cord injury in Mashhad.

Methodology

This study was conducted using a three-group quasi-
experimental design with pre-test, post-test, three-
month follow-up, and a control group. The statistical
population  included all individuals  with
noncongenital spinal cord injury covered by the
Welfare Organization of Mashhad. The approximate
population size was 700 individuals. Based on power
analysis for a quasi-experimental design, 36
participants were selected as the final sample.
Participants were chosen through purposive sampling
according to the inclusion criteria and were then
randomly assigned to three equal groups: contextual
schema therapy, emotion-focused therapy, and
control, with 12 participants in each group.

The inclusion criteria were age between 20 and 45
years, education above high school diploma,
diagnosis of noncongenital spinal cord injury during
the past year, absence of severe psychological
disorders according to the psychological records of
the client, absence of severe chronic pain caused by
tumor, severe vertebral fracture, infection, or cancer,
no use of psychoactive substances or psychiatric
medication, absence of other major physical or




psychological disorders interfering with the research
process, not being hospitalized, living with family,
and absence of speech or intellectual disability. The
exclusion criterion was absence from more than two
treatment sessions.

Data were collected using Harrington’s Frustration
Discomfort Scale and the Stress Symptoms
Questionnaire developed by Khodayarifard and
Parand. Harrington’s Frustration Discomfort Scale
consists of 35 items and measures the level of
frustration tolerance in achieving goals. It includes
four subscales related to emotional intolerance,
discomfort intolerance, achievement frustration, and
entittement or intolerance of injustice and
dissatisfaction. Items are scored on a five-point Likert
scale. The Stress Symptoms Questionnaire consists of
50 items and assesses cognitive, emotional,
behavioral, and physical symptoms of stress.
Responses are scored on a six-point Likert scale
ranging from absence of symptoms to very severe
symptoms.

The contextual schema therapy protocol was
implemented in 12 sessions for the first experimental
group. The sessions included establishing a
therapeutic relationship, introducing the contextual
schema therapy model, exploring life history,
identifying early maladaptive schemas, recognizing
coping modes, teaching self-soothing and emotional
regulation techniques, using imagery and mode work,
applying cognitive techniques to weaken dominant
schemas, working with the wvulnerable child mode,
practicing chair work, strengthening the healthy adult
mode, using empathic confrontation, training
assertiveness and emotion regulation, reality-testing
therapeutic changes, and transferring treatment gains
to real-life contexts to prevent relapse.

The emotion-focused therapy protocol was also
implemented in 12 sessions for the second
experimental group. The sessions included
establishing a therapeutic relationship, assessing
stress and frustration intolerance, conceptualizing the
problem, identifying negative interaction cycles,
exploring current emotions, teaching emotional
labeling, distinguishing emotions from one another,
identifying thoughts accompanying emotions, evoking
painful experiences, normalizing emotions, deepening
emotional engagement, expressing primary emotions,
reconstructing interactions, symbolizing wishes,
increasing emotional acceptance, working with
emotional invalidation, expressing needs, developing
adaptive strategies, compassionate self-validation,
identifying maladaptive emotional beliefs, creating
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positive  interpersonal  cycles, adopting a
nonjudgmental stance toward emotions, experiencing
emotions as waves, and reviewing treatment gains.

Findings

The final sample included 36 participants assigned to
three groups of 12. The mean age of participants was
34.08 £ 6.60 in the contextual schema therapy group,
35.25 *+ 7.56 in the emotion-focused therapy group,
and 32.67 = 8.16 in the control group. Descriptive
findings showed that the mean scores of frustration
tolerance and stress symptoms decreased from pre-test
to post-test in both experimental groups, while the
control group showed no substantial change. The
reduction was maintained at the three-month follow-
up, indicating the relative stability of treatment effects
over time.

Before conducting the main analysis, the assumptions
of mixed repeated-measures analysis of variance were
examined. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test confirmed
the normal distribution of the data for both frustration
tolerance and stress symptoms across the study
groups. Levene’s test indicated homogeneity of
variances at the pre-test stage. Box’s M test and
Mauchly’s test were also examined. Since the
assumption of sphericity was not met, the
Greenhouse-Geisser correction was used for the
within-subject and interaction effects.

The mixed repeated-measures ANOVA showed
significant effects for frustration tolerance. The time
effect was significant, F=202.11, p=0.001, 1?>=0.86,
indicating meaningful changes across pre-test, post-
test, and follow-up. The time by group interaction was
also significant, F=68.03, p=0.001, n*=0.81, showing
that the pattern of change over time differed across
the three groups. The between-group effect was
significant as well, F=5.96, p=0.01, n*=0.27,
indicating  significant  differences among the
contextual schema therapy, emotion-focused therapy,
and control groups.

For stress symptoms, the results also showed
significant effects. The time effect was significant,
F=56.86, p=0.001, n?=0.63, indicating significant
changes across the three measurement stages. The
time by group interaction was significant, F=15.18,
p=0.001, *=0.48, demonstrating that stress symptoms
changed differently across the groups over time. The
between-group effect was also significant, F=13.02,
p=0.001, n>=0.44, indicating significant differences
among the three groups.

Bonferroni  post-hoc comparisons showed that
contextual schema therapy had a stronger effect on
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frustration tolerance compared with the control group,
with a mean difference of -12.97 and p=0.006.
However, the difference between contextual schema
therapy and emotion-focused therapy on frustration
tolerance was not statistically significant, with a mean
difference of -4.31 and p=0.81. For stress symptoms,
the comparison between contextual schema therapy
and the control group was significant, with a mean
difference of -28.17 and p=0.003. The comparison
between contextual schema therapy and emotion-
focused therapy was not statistically significant, with
a mean difference of 6.72 and p=0.53. Overall, the
inferential findings confirmed that both interventions
were effective compared with the control condition,
with contextual schema therapy showing a more
prominent pattern of improvement in frustration
tolerance and emotion-focused therapy showing a
more favorable pattern in reducing stress symptoms.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present findings demonstrate that both contextual
schema therapy and emotion-focused therapy were
effective in improving psychological outcomes among
welfare clients with noncongenital spinal cord injury.
The significant time effects showed that participants’
scores changed meaningfully from pre-test to post-test
and follow-up. More importantly, the significant time
by group interactions indicated that these
improvements were not merely the result of repeated
measurement or passage of time, but were associated
with the therapeutic interventions received by the
experimental groups. The stability of changes at the
three-month follow-up further suggests that both
interventions produced effects that continued beyond
the immediate completion of treatment.

The stronger pattern of improvement in frustration
tolerance following contextual schema therapy can be
explained by the nature of this intervention.
Frustration intolerance is often linked to rigid beliefs,
maladaptive schemas, emotional vulnerability, and
ineffective  coping modes. In people with
noncongenital spinal cord injury, sudden changes in
bodily functioning and independence may activate
beliefs related to helplessness, vulnerability, injustice,
defectiveness, or failure. Contextual schema therapy
directly targets these deeper patterns and helps clients
identify their maladaptive modes, understand the
origins of their reactions, challenge dominant
schemas, and strengthen the healthy adult mode.
Through techniques such as imagery, chair work,
empathic confrontation, and cognitive restructuring,

participants may have developed a more adaptive
capacity to tolerate limitations, delays, losses, and
everyday frustrations.

The reduction of stress symptoms, especially the
favorable pattern observed in the emotion-focused
therapy group, can be explained by the direct focus of
this approach on emotional processing. Stress
symptoms in individuals with spinal cord injury often
involve unprocessed fear, grief, anger, shame,
uncertainty, and anxiety. Emotion-focused therapy
provides a structured and safe therapeutic space for
clients to identify, express, regulate, and transform
painful ~ emotional  experiences. By  helping
participants label emotions, differentiate primary and
secondary emotional responses, validate their
emotional needs, and replace avoidance with
emotional processing, this intervention likely reduced
the cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and physical
components of stress.

Overall, the findings suggest that the two
interventions are not mutually exclusive but may be
differentially useful depending on the dominant
clinical need of the client. Contextual schema therapy
may be especially appropriate when the primary
difficulty involves frustration intolerance,
maladaptive schemas, rigid beliefs, or ineffective
coping modes. Emotion-focused therapy may be
especially helpful when the dominant problem
involves stress symptoms, emotional avoidance,
unresolved distress, and difficulty processing painful
emotional experiences. Therefore, psychological
services for individuals with noncongenital spinal
cord injury should move beyond general supportive
counseling and include structured, evidence-informed
therapeutic protocols tailored to the specific
psychological profile of each client.

In conclusion, both contextual schema therapy and
emotion-focused therapy significantly improved the
psychological condition of individuals with
noncongenital spinal cord injury compared with the
control group, and the treatment effects were
maintained at the three-month follow-up. Contextual
schema therapy showed a stronger practical pattern
for improving frustration tolerance, whereas emotion-
focused therapy appeared particularly useful for
reducing stress symptoms. These findings support the
integration of targeted psychological interventions
into rehabilitation and welfare services for people
with noncongenital spinal cord injury.
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