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Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Schema Therapy and
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy in reducing shame and improving marital intimacy
among women experiencing emotional divorce.

Methodology: This randomized controlled clinical trial employed a pretest—posttest
design with a five-month follow-up and was conducted on 45 women experiencing
emotional divorce who were referred to family counseling centers in Tehran in 2025.
Participants were randomly assigned to a Schema Therapy group (n = 15), a Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy group (n = 15), and a control group (n = 15). Each intervention
group received ten weekly 90-minute group therapy sessions, while the control group
was placed on a waiting list. Measures of shame and marital intimacy were
administered at three time points. Data were analyzed using repeated measures
ANOVA and Bonferroni post-hoc tests in SPSS-27.

Findings: Repeated measures ANOVA revealed significant main effects of time,
group, and timexgroup interaction for both shame and marital intimacy (p < .001).
Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons indicated that both interventions significantly
reduced shame and increased marital intimacy; however, Schema Therapy produced
significantly greater improvements than CBT in both variables (p < .01).

Conclusion: The findings suggest that although both therapeutic approaches
effectively improve emotional and relational functioning in women experiencing
emotional divorce, Schema Therapy yields stronger and more sustained effects on
reducing shame and enhancing marital intimacy.

Keywords: Schema Therapy, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, Shame, Marital Intimacy,
Emotional Divorce, Women
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Emotional divorce is a covert yet highly destructive phenomenon in contemporary marital
relationships, characterized by the erosion of emotional bonding, intimacy, and mutual responsiveness
between spouses despite the formal continuation of marriage. Research increasingly demonstrates that
emotional divorce, particularly among women, is strongly associated with profound emotional distress,
impaired relational functioning, and vulnerability to self-conscious emotions such as shame, which in turn
exacerbate interpersonal withdrawal and marital disengagement (Esmaeili et al., 2023; Panahifar et al., 2022).
Among the most salient psychological mechanisms underlying emotional divorce are early maladaptive
schemas, attachment insecurities, dysfunctional relationship beliefs, and chronic difficulties in emotion
regulation (Afshin et al., 2024; Azadi & Sani, 2023; Beykzadeh et al., 2023). These mechanisms jointly compromise
marital intimacy, a multidimensional construct encompassing emotional, cognitive, psychological, and
behavioral closeness that serves as a cornerstone of marital stability and psychological well-being.

Shame represents a core self-conscious emotion that profoundly shapes interpersonal functioning
and self-concept, particularly in intimate relationships. Women experiencing emotional divorce frequently
report elevated internalized shame, feelings of defectiveness, and perceptions of unworthiness that
undermine emotional expression and relational engagement (Aghaei et al., 2024; Taj lliayifar et al., 2025).
Empirical evidence indicates that shame is closely linked with early maladaptive schemas—especially
defectiveness/shame, emotional deprivation, and abandonment—and that these schemas operate as
transdiagnostic vulnerability factors contributing to marital dissatisfaction and relational withdrawal
(Knhalili et al., 2023; Mosayebi Dorche et al., 2022). Consequently, interventions that directly target these deep
cognitive-emotional structures may offer superior therapeutic benefits compared to approaches focusing
primarily on surface-level cognition and behavior.

Schema Therapy has emerged as a comprehensive integrative model that addresses the
developmental origins of psychological distress through the modification of maladaptive schemas,
emotion regulation processes, and coping styles. Numerous studies have demonstrated the effectiveness
of Schema Therapy in reducing internalized shame, improving attachment security, and enhancing marital
intimacy among couples and women facing relational difficulties (Esmaeili et al., 2023; Kamali et al., 2025;
Malekimajd et al., 2024; Mohammadi et al., 2025; Taj Iliayifar et al., 2025). In parallel, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy
(CBT) remains one of the most empirically supported interventions for marital problems, with
documented effectiveness in improving communication patterns, reducing maladaptive beliefs, and
enhancing relational satisfaction and intimacy (Bayrami et al., 2024; Kazerouni et al., 2024). Nevertheless,
emerging evidence suggests that while CBT effectively modifies dysfunctional cognitions and behaviors,
it may be less effective in addressing entrenched emotional patterns and core self-schema processes such
as chronic shame (Khalili et al., 2023; Shahbeyki et al., 2025).

Despite extensive literature on both approaches, direct comparative studies examining their
relative effectiveness on shame and marital intimacy in women experiencing emotional divorce remain
scarce, particularly within Middle Eastern cultural contexts. Given the socio-cultural significance of
marital cohesion and the unique emotional vulnerabilities of women confronting emotional divorce,
empirical evaluation of optimal therapeutic strategies is urgently needed. Therefore, the present study



sought to compare the effectiveness of Schema Therapy and Cognitive Behavioral Therapy on reducing
shame and enhancing marital intimacy among women experiencing emotional divorce.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a randomized controlled trial design with pretest, posttest, and five-month
follow-up assessments. The target population consisted of women experiencing emotional divorce who
were referred to family counseling centers in Tehran during 2025. Following initial screening based on
inclusion criteria (minimum one year of marriage, self-reported emotional divorce, absence of concurrent
psychotherapy, and informed consent), 45 eligible participants were selected and randomly assigned into
three equal groups: Schema Therapy (n = 15), Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (n = 15), and a control group
(n =15).

Both intervention groups participated in ten weekly group therapy sessions, each lasting 90
minutes. The control group received no therapeutic intervention during the study period and was placed
on a waiting list. Participants completed standardized measures of shame and marital intimacy at three
time points: pretest, posttest, and five-month follow-up.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 27. Repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA)
was conducted to examine the effects of time, group, and their interaction. Bonferroni post-hoc tests were
used to assess within-group and between-group differences. Statistical significance was set at p < .05.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated substantial reductions in shame and significant improvements in
marital intimacy for both intervention groups across posttest and follow-up assessments, whereas the
control group exhibited minimal change. Repeated measures ANOVA revealed significant main effects
of time and group, as well as significant time x group interactions for both dependent variables. Effect
sizes were large, indicating strong intervention impacts.

Bonferroni comparisons demonstrated that both Schema Therapy and CBT produced statistically
significant reductions in shame from pretest to posttest and from pretest to follow-up. However, the
magnitude of change was significantly greater in the Schema Therapy group. Similarly, marital intimacy
increased significantly in both intervention groups, with Schema Therapy showing superior and more
sustained improvements at follow-up. Comparisons between groups at follow-up confirmed that Schema
Therapy outperformed CBT, and both interventions significantly outperformed the control condition.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings provide compelling evidence that both Schema Therapy and CBT are effective in
improving emotional and relational functioning among women experiencing emotional divorce; however,
Schema Therapy demonstrated significantly greater and more durable effects on both shame reduction
and enhancement of marital intimacy. These results underscore the importance of addressing deep-seated
emotional and developmental mechanisms—particularly maladaptive schemas and chronic shame—in the
treatment of relational distress.

Schema Therapy’s superiority may be attributed to its integrative focus on early emotional
experiences, unmet core needs, and emotion-focused change techniques, which directly modify
entrenched self-representations and relational patterns. In contrast, while CBT successfully restructures
dysfunctional cognitions and behaviors, it may not sufficiently penetrate the emotional core of shame and
attachment-related distress that characterizes emotional divorce.
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The sustained improvements observed at five-month follow-up suggest that Schema Therapy
facilitates enduring psychological and relational change by restructuring foundational emotional systems
rather than merely alleviating surface symptoms. Clinically, these findings highlight the necessity of
incorporating schema-focused interventions into marital and family therapy programs for women
experiencing emotional divorce.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that although both therapeutic approaches yield meaningful
benefits, Schema Therapy offers a more comprehensive and enduring pathway to restoring emotional
health and marital intimacy in women affected by emotional divorce. These results provide critical
guidance for clinicians, counselors, and mental health policymakers seeking effective interventions for
one of the most complex and under-addressed forms of marital distress.
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