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Objective: The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of schema therapy
in reducing alexithymia and intolerance of uncertainty among women with generalized
anxiety disorder.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with
a control group. The statistical population included all women with generalized anxiety
disorder who visited the Aramesh Psychology Clinic in Rey during the first half of
2024. Using purposive sampling, 45 participants were selected and randomly assigned
to experimental and control groups. The experimental group received eight 2-hour
sessions of schema therapy, while the control group received no intervention. Data
were collected using the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20) and the Intolerance of
Uncertainty Scale (IUS-27). Data analysis was conducted using SPSS 21, employing
the Shapiro—Wilk test, Levene’s test, Box’s M test, and multivariate and univariate
analyses of covariance (MANCOVA and ANCOVA).

Findings: The results of MANCOVA showed a significant group effect on the
combined dependent variables (Wilks’” Lambda = 0.41, F(2,41)=28.62, p<0.001,
1?=0.56). Follow-up ANCOVAs indicated significant differences between the two
groups in posttest scores of alexithymia (F=28.62, p<0.001, n*=0.56) and intolerance
of uncertainty (F=23.84, p<0.001, n>=0.51). All subscales of alexithymia and
intolerance of uncertainty also significantly decreased in the experimental group
compared to the control group (p<0.001).

Conclusion: The findings demonstrated that schema therapy can significantly reduce
alexithymia and intolerance of uncertainty by modifying early maladaptive schemas.
This approach can serve as an effective intervention for improving emotional and
cognitive processing in women with generalized anxiety disorder.

Keywords: Schema therapy, Alexithymia, Intolerance of uncertainty; Generalized
anxiety disorder;, Women
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Emotional dysregulation and cognitive rigidity are key psychological features that underlie various
emotional disorders, notably generalized anxiety disorder (GAD), which is characterized by pervasive,
excessive, and uncontrollable worry. One of the most prevalent emotional-cognitive deficits associated
with GAD is alexithymia, a condition defined by difficulties in identifying and describing feelings and an
externally oriented cognitive style (Pilkington et al., 2024). Alexithymia significantly impairs emotional
awareness, undermines interpersonal relationships, and exacerbates emotional distress. Empirical
evidence suggests that alexithymia often co-occurs with early maladaptive schemas (EMS), which are
pervasive and dysfunctional cognitive-emotional patterns formed in early life due to adverse childhood
experiences (Saariaho et al., 2015). These schemas act as deep cognitive structures that shape perceptions,
emotions, and behaviors and, if left unchanged, contribute to persistent psychological disorders. Previous
research has confirmed that EMS strongly predict alexithymia, indicating that individuals with rigid and
negative schemas about self and others struggle to identify and label their emotions, thereby reinforcing
emotional suppression and distress (Feyzioglu et al., 2023; Karjouh et al., 2022).

Schema therapy, an integrative third-wave psychotherapy developed to target EMS, has emerged
as a promising intervention for individuals exhibiting entrenched emotional-cognitive dysfunctions. By
combining cognitive, behavioral, experiential, and interpersonal techniques, schema therapy aims to
restructure maladaptive core beliefs and correct associated cognitive-emotional distortions (Aflakian et al.,
2023). Multiple studies have supported its effectiveness in reducing emotional dysregulation, anxiety, and
interpersonal difficulties by modifying deeply rooted schemas (Ahmadi & Kadhkhodai, 2023; Ghanbari et al.,
2023). It has been found particularly effective for emotion-related disorders, because it directly addresses
the underlying schemas perpetuating maladaptive emotional processing, rather than only challenging
surface-level thoughts (Bidari & Haji Alizadeh, 2019; Hashemi Saraj et al., 2022). Schema therapy can thus
enhance emotional awareness, promote healthy expression of emotions, and reduce emotional avoidance,
thereby alleviating alexithymia and related symptoms.

In addition to alexithymia, intolerance of uncertainty (IU) is another critical cognitive-emotional
factor strongly associated with GAD. IU refers to a dispositional incapacity to endure the aversive
response triggered by perceived uncertainty, which leads to excessive worry, cognitive avoidance, and
catastrophic thinking patterns. Individuals with high IU tend to require immediate certainty and often
interpret ambiguous situations as threatening, which perpetuates anxiety cycles (Khoshnevis et al., 2018;
Makhdoumi et al., 2024). Studies have shown that schema therapy can enhance tolerance for ambiguity by
reshaping maladaptive beliefs and reducing the compulsive need for control (Moharrami et al., 2024;
Tanbakouchian et al., 2021). Moreover, schema therapy has been linked to improvements in self-control,
resilience, and emotion regulation, which in turn help individuals face uncertainty without resorting to
avoidance or worry (Almardani, 2023; Vafadar et al., 2021).

Further evidence supports that EMS act as mediators between childhood trauma and alexithymia,
implying that unresolved early schemas may sustain alexithymia over time (Ezatian & Ahmadpanah, 2017;
Feyzioglu et al., 2023). Similarly, research has highlighted that EMS are positively associated with ego
defensive styles and negatively associated with emotional openness (Imamzadeh et al., 2023). These findings
emphasize that to effectively reduce alexithymia and IU, interventions must target EMS. Schema therapy’s



holistic focus on cognitive, emotional, and experiential change makes it uniquely suited for addressing
this interlinked cluster of problems. Previous comparative studies further showed that schema therapy is
more effective than cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT)
in improving emotion regulation and ambiguity tolerance in clinical populations, especially among women
(Ghanbari et al., 2023; Malekimajd et al., 2024; Yeganeh Rad et al., 2020).

Therefore, based on this theoretical and empirical foundation, the present study was designed to
examine the effectiveness of schema therapy on alexithymia and intolerance of uncertainty among women
with generalized anxiety disorder. This focus is particularly important because women are reported to
have higher emotional sensitivity and are at greater risk of developing GAD (Golavari & Khayatan, 2022). By
targeting EMS, schema therapy may produce enduring changes in emotional and cognitive functioning,
potentially reducing the severity of alexithymia and IU in this population.

Methods and Materials

This study used a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest structure and a control group.
The statistical population comprised all women diagnosed with GAD who attended the Aramesh
Psychology Clinic in Rey during the first half of 2024. Participants were selected using purposive and
convenient sampling methods. Inclusion criteria included a confirmed diagnosis of GAD based on DSM-
5 criteria by a clinical psychologist or psychiatrist, high alexithymia scores on the Toronto Alexithymia
Scale (TAS-20), age between 20 and 45 years, and no concurrent psychiatric treatments or psychotropic
medication use. A total of 45 participants were recruited and randomly assigned to two groups: an
experimental group receiving schema therapy and a control group receiving no intervention. The
experimental group participated in eight schema therapy sessions, each lasting two hours, delivered once
weekly.

The primary assessment tools were the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20) and the Intolerance
of Uncertainty Scale (IUS-27). Both instruments have well-documented psychometric properties and
validated Persian versions. Data analysis was performed using descriptive statistics (means and standard
deviations) and inferential statistics, including Shapiro-Wilk tests for normality, Levene’s tests for
homogeneity of variances, and Box’s M test for covariance matrices. The main hypotheses were tested
using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) and follow-up univariate ANCOV As with pretest
scores entered as covariates.

Findings

The descriptive statistics showed that participants in the experimental group had notable reductions
in alexithymia subscales (difficulty identifying feelings, difficulty describing feelings, externally oriented
thinking) from pretest to posttest, while the control group showed no significant change. Similarly, scores
on the IUS-27 and its subscales (prospective anxiety, inhibitory anxiety, and control over future outcomes)
decreased markedly in the experimental group compared to the control group.

The Shapiro-Wilk tests indicated that data distributions were normal across all dependent variables
at all measurement points (p > 0.05), and Levene’s tests confirmed homogeneity of error variances (p >
0.05). Although Box’s M test suggested a violation of covariance matrix homogeneity (p < 0.001), this
was deemed acceptable given the relatively balanced sample sizes.

Results of the MANCOVA showed a significant main effect of group on the combined dependent
variables, Wilks’ Lambda = 0.41, F(2, 41) = 28.62, p < 0.001, n* = 0.56, indicating that schema therapy
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significantly affected alexithymia and IU scores when controlling for pretest scores. Follow-up
ANCOVAs revealed significant group effects on overall alexithymia (F =28.62, p <0.001,1?>=0.56) and
overall IU (F = 23.84, p < 0.001, n* = 0.51). All alexithymia subscales and IU subscales also showed
significant improvements in the experimental group compared to the control group, with large effect sizes
(n? ranging from 0.41 to 0.56).

Discussion and Conclusion

The present findings demonstrate that schema therapy effectively reduced alexithymia and
intolerance of uncertainty among women with GAD. The significant reduction in alexithymia aligns with
prior studies showing that modifying EMS can restore the link between cognitive and emotional
processing, enabling individuals to recognize, label, and articulate their emotions more accurately
(Feyzioglu et al., 2023; Pilkington et al., 2024). By helping participants confront and reprocess suppressed
emotions within a supportive therapeutic context, schema therapy reduced their reliance on externally
oriented thinking and facilitated emotional awareness, which is consistent with findings from (Ahmadi &
Kadhkhodai, 2023) and (Ghanbari et al., 2023). These studies also reported that schema therapy improved
emotion regulation and decreased emotional distress in individuals with social anxiety and women
exposed to domestic violence, respectively, suggesting a similar mechanism of change.

Furthermore, the observed decrease in IU can be explained by schema therapy’s focus on
restructuring maladaptive beliefs related to vulnerability, mistrust, and perfectionism. By reducing
catastrophic thinking and excessive need for certainty, participants became more accepting of ambiguity
and less reactive to uncertainty. This interpretation is supported by studies showing that schema therapy
improves ambiguity tolerance and reduces worry and cognitive avoidance (Makhdoumi et al., 2024; Moharrami
et al., 2024; Vafadar et al., 2021). For example, (Golavari & Khayatan, 2022) demonstrated that schema therapy
enhanced ambiguity tolerance and resilience among mothers of children with ADHD, while (Tanbakouchian
etal,, 2021) found similar effects among women experiencing marital burnout.

These results also align with foundational studies showing that EMS mediate the relationship
between childhood trauma and alexithymia (Feyzioglu et al., 2023), and that early dysfunctional parenting
contributes to both EMS and alexithymia (Ezatian & Ahmadpanah, 2017; Karjouh et al., 2022). The present
study’s findings extend this evidence by showing that targeting EMS through schema therapy not only
reduces alexithymia but also enhances tolerance for uncertainty—both of which are crucial for mitigating
the cognitive-emotional mechanisms sustaining GAD.

In conclusion, schema therapy appears to be a powerful intervention for addressing intertwined
emotional-cognitive deficits in women with GAD. By modifying deep-seated maladaptive schemas, it
improves emotional awareness and flexibility in the face of ambiguity, thereby reducing alexithymia and
IU. These outcomes underscore the importance of schema-based interventions in clinical settings for
anxiety disorders and provide further evidence for the transdiagnostic utility of schema therapy in treating
emotional dysregulation and cognitive rigidity.
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