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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Obsessive-compulsive disorder is frequently associated with emotion-
regulation difficulties and dysfunctional metacognitive beliefs that contribute to the development
and persistence of obsessive thoughts and compulsive behaviors. This study aimed to compare the
effectiveness of schema therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy in improving emotion regulation
and reducing dysfunctional metacognitive beliefs among patients with obsessive-compulsive
disorder.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-
up design with a control group. The statistical population consisted of patients with obsessive-
compulsive disorder attending counseling centers, psychological clinics, and mental health centers
in Tehran during 2025-2026. Using purposive sampling, 45 eligible patients were selected and
randomly assigned to schema therapy, cognitive behavioral therapy, and control groups, with 15
participants in each group. The intervention groups received ten weekly 90-minute sessions of
schema therapy or cognitive behavioral therapy, whereas the control group received no
psychological intervention. Data were collected using the Gross and John Emotion Regulation
Questionnaire and the Wells Metacognitions Questionnaire. Two-way repeated-measures analysis
of variance and Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons were conducted using SPSS version 26.

Findings: A significant group-by-time interaction was observed for emotion regulation (F=34.28,
p<0.001, n>=0.620). The group-by-time interaction was also significant for metacognitive beliefs
(F=36.74, p<0.001, n?>=0.636). Both schema therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy produced
significantly greater improvements in emotion regulation and reductions in dysfunctional
metacognitive beliefs than the control condition (p<0.001). Direct comparison of the interventions
indicated that schema therapy was significantly more effective in enhancing emotion regulation
(p=0.041), whereas cognitive behavioral therapy was significantly more effective in reducing
dysfunctional metacognitive beliefs (p=0.034). The therapeutic improvements were largely
maintained at the two-month follow-up.

Conclusion: Both interventions effectively improve emotional and metacognitive processes in
patients with obsessive-compulsive disorder. Schema therapy may be particularly appropriate for
patients whose predominant difficulties involve emotion regulation, unmet emotional needs, and
deeply rooted maladaptive patterns, whereas cognitive behavioral therapy may be preferable when
dysfunctional beliefs about thoughts, mental control, danger, and certainty are more prominent.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Obsessive-compulsive disorder is a chronic and
disabling psychological disorder characterized by
recurrent, intrusive, and unwanted thoughts, images,
or impulses, together with repetitive behaviors or
mental acts performed to reduce anxiety or prevent
feared outcomes. Common compulsive responses
include repeated washing, checking, ordering,
counting, reassurance  seeking, and mental
neutralization.  Although these behaviors may
temporarily reduce distress, the immediate relief
reinforces compulsive responding and contributes to
the persistence of the obsessive-compulsive cycle
(Brock et al, 2024). The manifestation and
interpretation of obsessive-compulsive symptoms
may also be shaped by cultural, social, moral, and
religious contexts, particularly through differences in
beliefs about responsibility, guilt, contamination,
danger, and the meaning of intrusive thoughts (Hassan
et al., 2024). Among the psychological processes
involved in the maintenance of obsessive-compulsive
disorder, emotion regulation difficulties and
dysfunctional metacognitive beliefs are particularly
important.  Individuals who cannot adequately
identify, tolerate, and regulate anxiety, guilt, shame,
fear, or distress may rely on compulsive behaviors as
maladaptive strategies for rapidly reducing unpleasant
emotional states. Evidence indicates that cognitive
emotion-regulation  strategies are  significantly
associated with different dimensions of obsessive-
compulsive  symptomatology,  suggesting that
maladaptive regulatory responses may intensify the
frequency and severity of obsessive symptoms
(Ferrandez-Mas et al., 2023). Metacognitive beliefs
refer to beliefs about the meaning, importance,
danger, and controllability of thoughts. Patients may
believe that having an unacceptable thought is
morally equivalent to performing an unacceptable act,
that failure to control thoughts may lead to
catastrophic consequences, or that worry and
ritualized behavior are necessary to prevent harm.
Such beliefs concerning worry, cognitive confidence,
thought control, danger, and cognitive self-
consciousness have been associated with obsessive-
compulsive symptoms (Timkaya et al, 2018).
Furthermore, therapeutic changes in obsessive-
compulsive metacognitions, including beliefs about
rituals, thought-action fusion, and subjective stopping
criteria, have been linked to symptom improvement
(Hansmeier et al., 2021). Cognitive behavioral therapy,
particularly exposure and response prevention, is a

well-established  intervention ~ for  obsessive-
compulsive disorder. Its early behavioral foundations
emphasized modifying patients’ expectations through
systematic exposure to feared situations while
preventing ritualistic responses (Meyer, 1966).
According to emotional processing theory, exposure
provides corrective information that is incompatible
with pathological fear structures and enables patients
to learn that anxiety can decline without compulsive
neutralization and that anticipated catastrophes do not
necessarily occur (Foa & Kozak, 1986). Contemporary
cognitive behavioral therapy combines
psychoeducation, cognitive restructuring, behavioral
experiments, graded exposure, response prevention,
reduction of reassurance seeking, and relapse
prevention (Spencer et al., 2023). Clinical evidence has
demonstrated its effectiveness under routine treatment
conditions (Gragnani et al., 2022), while family-based
applications have also produced beneficial outcomes
by reducing family accommodation and strengthening
exposure practices among younger patients (zhang et
al., 2025). Cognitive behavioral therapy may
additionally enhance resilience, cognitive flexibility,
and distress tolerance, which are relevant to patients’
ability to resist compulsive responses (Baniasadi et al.,
2025). Third-generation cognitive and behavioral
approaches have further highlighted acceptance,
mindfulness, and psychological flexibility as
complementary mechanisms in obsessive-compulsive
treatment (Veloso, 2025). Nevertheless, not all patients
respond adequately to symptom-focused treatment,
particularly when obsessive-compulsive difficulties
are embedded in enduring emotional patterns, self-
punitive attitudes, shame, unmet emotional needs, and
maladaptive personality structures. Schema therapy
conceptualizes such difficulties in terms of early
maladaptive schemas, coping styles, and schema
modes that develop through interactions between
temperament and adverse or unmet developmental
experiences (Young et al., 2003). A systematic review
and meta-analysis indicated that early maladaptive
schemas are meaningfully associated with obsessive-
compulsive disorder (Dostal & Pilkington, 2023), and
greater schema severity has been associated with
poorer long-term treatment outcomes among patients
receiving behavioral therapy (Sunde et al., 2019).
Domestic findings have likewise supported the
relationship between maladaptive schemas and
obsessive symptoms and suggested the potential
effectiveness of individual schema therapy (Sohani &
Mahmoudi, 2025). Schema therapy may be especially
relevant to emotion regulation because it directly
addresses vulnerable emotional states, punitive




internal  voices, experiential avoidance, unmet
emotional needs, and maladaptive coping responses.
Theoretical and clinical evidence has supported its
application to emotional dysregulation (Dadomo et al.,
2016), while qualitative findings have emphasized
patients’ experiences of understanding deep-rooted
patterns, receiving corrective emotional experiences,
and developing healthier responses to emotional needs
(Tan et al., 2018). Given the distinct but partially
overlapping mechanisms of schema therapy and
cognitive behavioral therapy, the present study aimed
to compare their effectiveness in improving emotion
regulation and reducing dysfunctional metacognitive
beliefs in patients with obsessive-compulsive
disorder.

Methodology

The study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-
posttest design with a two-month follow-up and a
control group. The statistical population consisted of
adults with obsessive-compulsive disorder who
attended counseling centers, psychological service
clinics, and mental health centers in Tehran in 2025.
Following institutional coordination and initial
screening, patients whose diagnosis had been
established by a psychologist or psychiatrist were
assessed for eligibility. The inclusion criteria were a
clinical diagnosis of obsessive-compulsive disorder,
residence in Tehran, adulthood, a score below the
initial sample mean on the Emotion Regulation
Questionnaire, a score above the initial sample mean
on the Metacognitions Questionnaire, informed
consent, ability to attend treatment sessions regularly,
sufficient literacy to complete the measures, absence
of concurrent participation in similar psychological
interventions, and absence of severe psychiatric
conditions such as psychotic disorders, active bipolar
disorder, or severe substance dependence. Exclusion
criteria included absence from more than two
treatment  sessions, withdrawal of consent,
participation in another psychological intervention,
incomplete questionnaires, emergence of an acute
physical or psychological condition, and failure to
cooperate with therapeutic exercises and homework.
Forty-five eligible participants were selected through
purposive sampling and randomly assigned by lottery
to schema therapy, cognitive behavioral therapy, or
control groups, with 15 participants in each group. All
participants completed the pretest, posttest, and two-
month follow-up assessments. Emotion regulation
was measured using the 10-item Gross and John
Emotion Regulation Questionnaire, which assesses
cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression on a
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seven-point Likert scale. Metacognitive beliefs were
measured with the 30-item Wells Metacognitions
Questionnaire, which assesses positive beliefs about
worry, negative beliefs about uncontrollability and
danger, cognitive confidence, need to control
thoughts, and cognitive self-consciousness on a four-
point Likert scale. The schema therapy group received
ten weekly 90-minute sessions based on the schema
therapy model. The intervention addressed early
maladaptive schemas associated with obsessive-
compulsive difficulties, including vulnerability to
harm, unrelenting standards, punitiveness,
defectiveness and shame, emotional inhibition, and
excessive responsibility. The sessions included
psychoeducation, identification of schemas and
coping styles, analysis of the obsessive-compulsive
cycle, cognitive restructuring, imagery techniques,
chair dialogues, work with the vulnerable child mode,
strengthening of the healthy adult mode, behavioral
pattern breaking, and relapse-prevention planning.
The cognitive behavioral therapy group received ten
weekly 90-minute sessions centered on exposure and
response prevention and emotional processing
principles. The protocol included psychoeducation,
identification of obsessive thoughts and compulsions,
cognitive restructuring, anxiety-tolerance training,
development of individualized exposure hierarchies,
graded exposure, prevention of overt and covert
rituals, reduction of reassurance seeking and safety
behaviors, correction of dysfunctional metacognitive
beliefs, generalization of skills, and relapse-
prevention planning. The control group received no
psychological intervention during the study period.
Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26.
Descriptive indices included means, standard
deviations, frequencies, and percentages. Group
equivalence was examined using chi-square tests,
Fisher’s exact test, and one-way analysis of variance.
Normality, homogeneity of variances, and sphericity
were assessed through the Shapiro-Wilk, Levene, and
Mauchly tests, respectively. The main hypotheses
were tested using two-way repeated-measures
analysis of variance, followed by Bonferroni pairwise
comparisons. Statistical significance was set at 0.05.

Findings

The three groups did not differ significantly in age,
sex, marital status, educational level, or employment
status, indicating  satisfactory  demographic
equivalence before the interventions. Assumption
testing supported the use of repeated-measures
analysis of variance: the distributions of emotion-
regulation and metacognitive-belief scores did not
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significantly deviate from normality, group variances
were homogeneous, and the sphericity assumption
was satisfied. For emotion regulation, the repeated-
measures analysis demonstrated significant main
effects of group and time, as well as a significant
group-by-time interaction. The interaction effect was
substantial, F = 34.28, p < 0.001, n*> = 0.620,
indicating that changes in emotion-regulation scores
across pretest, posttest, and follow-up differed
significantly among the groups. Both intervention
groups showed increased emotion-regulation scores
from pretest to posttest, whereas the control group
exhibited no meaningful change. The improvement
achieved in the intervention groups was largely
maintained at the two-month follow-up. Bonferroni
comparisons showed that both schema therapy and
cognitive behavioral therapy were significantly more
effective than the control condition in improving
emotion regulation, with p values below 0.001. Direct
comparison of the two active interventions indicated
that schema therapy produced a significantly greater
improvement in emotion regulation than cognitive
behavioral therapy, with a mean difference of 4.34
and p = 0.041. For dysfunctional metacognitive
beliefs, the main effects of group and time and the
group-by-time interaction were also statistically
significant. The interaction effect was large, F =
36.74, p < 0.001, n? = 0.636, demonstrating that the
pattern of change in metacognitive-belief scores
differed across the three conditions. Both schema
therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy significantly
reduced dysfunctional metacognitive beliefs from
pretest to posttest, and the reductions remained
relatively stable at follow-up. The control group
showed no considerable improvement. Bonferroni
comparisons indicated significant differences between
schema therapy and the control group and between
cognitive behavioral therapy and the control group,
with p values below 0.001. Comparison of the two
intervention groups showed that cognitive behavioral
therapy was significantly more effective than schema
therapy in reducing dysfunctional metacognitive
beliefs, with a mean difference of 5.27 and p = 0.034.
Overall, both treatments improved both outcome
variables, but their relative strengths differed
according to the psychological process being
examined.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that schema therapy and
cognitive behavioral therapy were both effective in
improving emotion regulation and reducing
dysfunctional metacognitive beliefs among patients

with obsessive-compulsive disorder. The maintenance
of these improvements at the two-month follow-up
suggests that the treatments produced changes
extending beyond immediate post-intervention
effects. The greater effectiveness of schema therapy in
improving emotion regulation may be explained by its
direct focus on deep emotional patterns, unmet
developmental needs, self-punitive internal processes,
experiential avoidance, and maladaptive coping
modes. By identifying schemas related to
vulnerability, shame, punitiveness, perfectionism,
emotional inhibition, and excessive responsibility,
patients may have developed a more coherent
understanding of why intrusive thoughts triggered
intense anxiety, guilt, and distress. Experiential
techniques likely enabled them to approach rather
than avoid vulnerable emotions, while strengthening
the healthy adult mode may have increased their
ability to respond to distress with self-support,
flexibility, and tolerance. Consequently, compulsive
behaviors may have become less necessary as short-
term  emotion-regulation  strategies.  Cognitive
behavioral therapy also improved emotion regulation,
probably because exposure and response prevention
required patients to remain in contact with anxiety and
uncertainty without using rituals. Repeated exposure
may have increased confidence in their capacity to
tolerate distress and may have weakened the
assumption that immediate emotional relief was
necessary. However, because the cognitive behavioral
protocol primarily targeted present-focused appraisals
and compulsive responses, it may have had less
influence than schema therapy on enduring emotional
vulnerabilities.

The greater effectiveness of cognitive behavioral
therapy in reducing dysfunctional metacognitive
beliefs is consistent with the direct and structured
nature of its techniques. Psychoeducation, cognitive
restructuring, behavioral experiments, exposure,
response prevention, and reduction of reassurance
seeking explicitly challenge beliefs about the
importance, danger, controllability, and consequences
of intrusive thoughts. During exposure, patients
encounter concrete evidence that thoughts do not
automatically produce events, uncertainty can be
tolerated, and refraining from rituals does not
necessarily result in harm. These experiences directly
weaken beliefs about thought-action fusion, inflated
responsibility, overestimation of threat, the need for
certainty, and the necessity of mental control. Schema
therapy also reduced dysfunctional metacognitive
beliefs, likely because such beliefs are partly
supported by  deeper schemas  concerning




defectiveness, vulnerability, punitiveness, and rigid
standards. Nevertheless, schema-level change may
require a longer period before it is fully reflected in
specific beliefs about thought control and danger. The
results therefore suggest that treatment selection
should be guided by the patient’s predominant clinical
profile. Schema therapy may be particularly suitable
when  obsessive-compulsive  difficulties  are
accompanied by marked emotional dysregulation,
shame, guilt, self-criticism, unmet emotional needs,
and chronic maladaptive patterns.  Cognitive
behavioral therapy may be preferable when the central
problems involve threat appraisal, inflated
responsibility,  reassurance  seeking, ritualized
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behavior, thought-control beliefs, and intolerance of
uncertainty. A sequential or integrative intervention
may also be advantageous for chronic or complex
cases by combining direct symptom reduction with
deeper emotional and schema-focused work. In
conclusion, both schema therapy and cognitive
behavioral therapy represent effective interventions
for emotional and metacognitive difficulties in
obsessive-compulsive disorder, but schema therapy
appears to have a relative advantage for emotion
regulation, whereas cognitive behavioral therapy
appears to have a relative advantage for dysfunctional
metacognitive beliefs.
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