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Objective: This study aimed to compare emotional schemas and suicidal ideation
among patients with chronic musculoskeletal pain based on pain intensity and pain
acceptance levels.

Methodology: A causal-comparative (ex post facto) design was used. The statistical
population consisted of patients with chronic pain visiting Rasoul Akram Hospital Pain
Clinic in Tehran during spring 2024. A total of 160 participants were selected via
purposive sampling and classified into four groups of 40 based on pain intensity
(severe/mild) and pain acceptance (with/without acceptance). Data collection tools
included the Chronic Pain Questionnaire (Mohammadian, 1995), Chronic Pain
Acceptance Questionnaire (Mesgarian, 2011), Emotional Schema Questionnaire
(Leahy et al., 2019), and Beck Scale for Suicidal Ideation (Mohammadifar et al., 2017).
Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) and
Bonferroni post hoc tests.

Findings: Results indicated significant main effects of pain intensity and pain
acceptance on emotional schemas and suicidal ideation (p < 0.01). Patients with severe
pain and low acceptance reported higher negative emotional schemas and suicidal
ideation than those with mild pain and high acceptance. The interaction between pain
intensity and acceptance was significant, showing that higher acceptance mitigates the
negative impact of severe pain on emotional-cognitive outcomes. Suicidal ideation
prevalence was 40% in the severe/no-acceptance group and 10% in other groups.
Conclusion: Pain intensity and acceptance are critical determinants of emotional
regulation and suicidal ideation in chronic pain patients. Enhancing pain acceptance
and implementing interventions targeting maladaptive emotional schemas can improve
psychological adjustment and reduce suicidal risk in this population.

Keywords: Chronic pain, Pain intensity, Pain acceptance, Emotional schemas,
Suicidal ideation
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Chronic pain has increasingly been recognized as a multidimensional phenomenon that extends
beyond physical suffering to encompass complex emotional, cognitive, and social dimensions (Grant et al.,
2025). While biomedical models have traditionally viewed pain as a mere physiological response to tissue
damage, recent interdisciplinary research emphasizes that chronic pain often persists in the absence of
direct physical pathology, reflecting intricate biopsychosocial interactions (Okifuji & Benham, 2011). Chronic
musculoskeletal pain, in particular, has been associated with elevated emotional dysregulation,
hopelessness, and even suicidal ideation (Miller et al., 2023). Thus, understanding how psychological
mechanisms—especially emotional schemas and pain acceptance—interact with pain intensity is vital for
improving clinical and therapeutic outcomes.

Emotional schemas, as conceptualized by Leahy and colleagues, refer to enduring cognitive—
affective frameworks that influence how individuals interpret, express, and regulate their emotions
(Ghasemkhanloo et al., 2021). When these schemas are maladaptive, individuals tend to catastrophize their
emotions, perceive negative affect as threatening, and resort to ineffective regulation strategies. Empirical
evidence shows that maladaptive emotional schemas are common in individuals suffering from chronic
pain and are strongly associated with depression, anxiety, and suicidality (Saariaho et al., 2015; Voderholzer et
al., 2013). In this view, the chronic pain experience becomes entangled with dysfunctional emotional
responses, amplifying both perceived pain intensity and psychological distress (De Filippis et al., 2021).

Pain acceptance, on the other hand, is a core construct in third-wave psychological therapies such
as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). It refers to the ability to experience pain without
excessive avoidance or attempts to control it, instead focusing on engaging in valued life activities despite
persistent discomfort (Ahmadi & Valizadeh, 2021). Studies indicate that higher levels of pain acceptance
predict better adjustment, reduced negative affect, and lower suicidal ideation in chronic pain populations
(Landi et al., 2023; Valian et al., 2024). Acceptance allows patients to reinterpret their pain experience, fostering
psychological flexibility and enhancing emotional resilience (Aghili, 2022).

Within this conceptual framework, the intersection between pain intensity, emotional schemas,
and suicidality becomes crucial. Research demonstrates that patients with more severe pain often show
intensified maladaptive emotional schemas—particularly those related to helplessness, self-blame, and
catastrophizing (Farsa et al., 2022). Such cognitive—emotional distortions increase the likelihood of
hopelessness and suicidal thoughts, particularly when emotional regulation resources are depleted (Bagiyan
Kulehmarzi et al., 2023). Furthermore, the moderating role of pain acceptance has been highlighted as a
protective psychological mechanism that buffers the negative effects of pain severity on mental health
outcomes (Ahmadi & Valizadeh, 2021).

Cross-cultural studies have confirmed the universality of these mechanisms while acknowledging
contextual differences. For instance, research in Iranian samples found that both emotional schemas and
early maladaptive schemas mediated the relationship between chronic pain and psychological distress
(Goharrizi Zandi, 2023). Similarly, studies from Western contexts confirmed that persistent pain correlates
with emotion dysregulation and suicidal ideation (Miller et al., 2023; Shor et al., 2023). Notably, the prevalence
of suicide attempts among chronic pain patients is two to three times higher than in the general population



(Okifuji & Benham, 2011), underscoring the urgent need for research integrating emotional and acceptance-
based variables.

Recent developments in clinical psychology advocate for treatments that integrate emotional
schema modification and acceptance training to reduce maladaptive emotional processing in chronic pain
populations (Kamalian et al., 2020; Rahmati et al., 2021). Emotional schema therapy (EST) in particular has been
effective in improving emotional awareness, reducing depression, and enhancing emotional maturity
among individuals facing long-term pain (Aghili, 2022; Ghasemkhanloo et al., 2021). Given these findings, the
present study was designed to extend prior evidence by comparing emotional schemas and suicidal
ideation among patients with severe vs. mild chronic musculoskeletal pain, further distinguishing groups
with vs. without pain acceptance.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a causal-comparative (ex post facto) design. The statistical population
comprised all patients suffering from chronic musculoskeletal pain who attended the Pain Clinic of Rasoul
Akram Hospital in Tehran during the spring of 2024. A purposive sampling strategy was used to select
160 participants, who were subsequently classified into four equal groups of 40 based on pain intensity
(severe vs. mild) and pain acceptance (with acceptance vs. without acceptance).

The study utilized four standardized instruments:

1. Chronic Pain Questionnaire (Mohammadian, 1995) to assess pain intensity.
Chronic Pain Acceptance Questionnaire (CPAQ) (Mesgarian, 2011) to evaluate acceptance levels.

3. Emotional Schema Questionnaire (ESQ) (Leahy et al., 2019) to measure maladaptive and adaptive
emotional schemas.

4. Beck Scale for Suicidal Ideation (BSSI) (Mohammadifar et al., 2017) to evaluate suicidal thoughts
and intentions.

Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA), univariate ANOVA, and
Bonferroni post-hoc tests. Normality and homogeneity of variances were confirmed via Shapiro—Wilk and
Levene’s tests before conducting inferential analyses.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated that participants in the severe pain / no-acceptance group exhibited
the highest mean scores in negative emotional schema subscales (negative evaluation of emotions,
cognitive reactivity to emotion) and suicidal ideation, whereas those in the mild pain / with-acceptance
group demonstrated the lowest scores across all negative domains.

MANOVA results revealed statistically significant main effects of pain intensity and pain
acceptance on emotional schemas and suicidal ideation (p < 0.01). Specifically:

« Patients with severe pain reported significantly higher negative emotional schemas than those with

mild pain.

o Participants with low pain acceptance showed greater emotional maladaptation and suicidal
thoughts compared with those exhibiting high acceptance.

o The interaction effect between pain intensity and pain acceptance was also significant (p < 0.01),
indicating that high acceptance mitigated the negative emotional and cognitive consequences of
severe pain.
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The Bonferroni post-hoc tests confirmed that differences between all four groups were significant.
For suicidal ideation, the severe/no-acceptance group’s mean score was notably higher than the
severe/acceptance group (mean difference = 12.3, p < 0.001) and the mild/acceptance group (mean
difference = 14.8, p < 0.001). Similarly, emotional schema scores (negative evaluation and cognitive
reactivity) followed the same pattern, confirming that pain acceptance acts as a psychological buffer.

Overall, these findings suggest that both pain intensity and pain acceptance are crucial
determinants of emotional regulation patterns and suicidal thinking in chronic pain patients. Those with
higher acceptance display more adaptive emotional processing and lower cognitive reactivity to pain
experiences.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present findings underscore the pivotal role of pain intensity and pain acceptance in shaping
emotional schemas and suicidal ideation among individuals suffering from chronic pain. The results
corroborate previous literature indicating that chronic pain is not only a sensory experience but also a
profound emotional and cognitive condition (Miller et al., 2023; Okifuji & Benham, 2011). In line with earlier
studies, patients with severe pain exhibited more maladaptive emotional schemas—such as perceiving
emotions as uncontrollable or shameful—which in turn elevated their risk for suicidal thoughts (Saariaho
et al., 2015; Voderholzer et al., 2013).

Furthermore, consistent with the biopsychosocial model of pain (Grant et al., 2025), the findings
highlight that psychological acceptance significantly moderates the adverse impact of pain intensity on
emotional well-being. Individuals capable of accepting pain without excessive avoidance appeared to
maintain a more adaptive emotional schema organization, which fostered resilience against psychological
distress and self-destructive ideation (Ahmadi & Valizadeh, 2021; Valian et al., 2024). This aligns with studies
demonstrating that acceptance reduces emotional struggle, shifts attention from pain control to valued life
goals, and consequently improves overall adjustment (Aghili, 2022; Farsa et al., 2022).

The results also align with research showing that maladaptive schemas such as helplessness and
guilt are potent mediators between chronic pain and suicidal ideation (Bagiyan Kulehmarzi et al., 2023; De
Filippis et al., 2021). These schemas may develop through prolonged experiences of uncontrollable pain,
reinforcing feelings of entrapment and hopelessness. Similarly, attachment-related maladaptive
schemas—such as fear of abandonment or dependence—were found to exacerbate pain perception and
emotional suffering (Goharrizi Zandi, 2023). In this light, emotional schema therapy could be viewed as a
promising approach for targeting these cognitive-affective mechanisms.

In practical terms, pain acceptance emerged as a strong protective factor. Consistent with prior
evidence from ACT-based interventions, higher acceptance corresponds with lower emotional
suppression, reduced catastrophizing, and enhanced mental health (Ahmadi & Valizadeh, 2021; Landi et al.,
2023). Thus, therapeutic programs that cultivate acceptance and self-compassion may attenuate the cycle
of pain, emotional dysregulation, and suicidality.

Additionally, this study supports the notion that emotional schema modification and acceptance
training can act synergistically. Schema-focused interventions, which challenge maladaptive beliefs about
emotions, may facilitate the internalization of acceptance as a coping strategy (Kamalian et al., 2020; Rahmati
et al.,, 2021). As a result, integrating these therapeutic modalities may yield superior outcomes for chronic
pain patients.



From a theoretical standpoint, the findings enrich the understanding of emotional—cognitive
interplay in chronic pain disorders, extending the existing evidence base to a non-Western population. The
significant interaction between pain intensity and acceptance highlights the dynamic and transactional
nature of pain experiences: physical sensations and psychological processes continuously shape each
other, influencing both mental health and behavioral responses (Grant et al., 2025; Shor et al., 2023).

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that maladaptive emotional schemas and suicidal ideation
are markedly higher among patients with severe pain and low acceptance. Conversely, fostering pain
acceptance appears to reduce emotional vulnerability and suicidal thinking. The implications extend to
clinical practice, suggesting that interventions aimed at restructuring emotional schemas and enhancing
acceptance may substantially improve psychological well-being in chronic pain populations.

Future research should employ longitudinal and experimental designs to clarify causal pathways
among these constructs, assess cultural moderators, and evaluate the effectiveness of integrated emotional-

schema-and-acceptance-based interventions.
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