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Objective: The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of schema therapy on marital
conflicts, marital intimacy, and marital satisfaction among couples experiencing emotional
divorce.

Methodology: This study employed a semi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and
control group. The statistical population included couples experiencing emotional divorce who
referred to counseling centers in Tehran in 2025. Thirty couples (60 participants) were selected
through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups.
Research instruments included the Marital Conflict Questionnaire, Bagarozzi Marital Intimacy
Questionnaire, ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Questionnaire, Gottman Emotional Divorce
Questionnaire, and Young Schema Questionnaire-Short Form. The experimental group received
eight 90-minute sessions of schema therapy, while the control group received no intervention.
Data were analyzed using repeated measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post hoc test
through SPSS version 26.

Findings: The results indicated that schema therapy significantly reduced marital conflicts and
significantly increased marital intimacy and marital satisfaction in the experimental group
compared to the control group (P<0.001). Multivariate analyses demonstrated significant effects
of group, time, and the interaction between time and group on the dependent variables. The
obtained effect sizes suggested that a substantial proportion of the observed changes in marital
relationship quality was attributable to the schema therapy intervention. Furthermore, the
therapeutic effects remained relatively stable during the follow-up phase.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that schema therapy is an effective intervention for improving
marital relationships among couples experiencing emotional divorce. By identifying and
modifying early maladaptive schemas and strengthening the healthy adult mode, schema therapy
can reduce dysfunctional interaction patterns, improve intimacy, and enhance marital
satisfaction. Therefore, this therapeutic approach may be effectively applied in family
counseling centers and divorce prevention programs.

Keywords: Schema therapy, marital conflicts, marital intimacy, marital satisfaction, emotional
divorce
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Family is considered one of the most fundamental social institutions and plays a central role in
psychological well-being, emotional security, and social stability. The quality of marital relationships
significantly influences the functioning of the family system, and disturbances in these relationships may
lead to emotional disengagement, chronic conflict, and psychological distress among couples. In recent
decades, emotional divorce has emerged as one of the most prevalent forms of marital dysfunction.
Emotional divorce refers to a condition in which couples continue their legal and physical relationship
while losing emotional attachment, intimacy, and psychological connection with one another. Couples
experiencing emotional divorce often report persistent marital dissatisfaction, emotional withdrawal, poor
communication, and chronic unresolved conflicts (Shoa Kazemi et al., 2025).

Research has shown that emotional divorce is associated with several negative psychological
outcomes, including marital burnout, reduced psychological well-being, anxiety, depression, and
diminished life satisfaction (Satarian & Shojaei-Jeshvaghani, 2025; Zerang et al., 2025). One of the major variables
associated with emotional divorce is marital conflict. Marital conflict involves dysfunctional interaction
patterns characterized by criticism, hostility, emotional avoidance, aggression, and ineffective
communication. Although conflict is inevitable in intimate relationships, the inability to manage conflict
constructively can severely damage marital adjustment and relationship quality (Rahiman, 2024). Couples
experiencing chronic conflict often become trapped in repetitive maladaptive cycles that gradually weaken
intimacy and satisfaction within the relationship.

Marital intimacy is another key component of healthy relationships. Intimacy refers to the capacity
of couples to express emotions, needs, vulnerabilities, and thoughts openly and safely within the
relationship. Emotional intimacy, cognitive intimacy, physical closeness, and mutual understanding are
among the most important aspects of marital intimacy. Studies indicate that emotional disconnection and
rejection schemas are negatively associated with relationship authenticity and marital intimacy (Yoo &
Hong, 2024). When intimacy decreases, couples experience loneliness, emotional isolation, and
dissatisfaction despite living together.

Another important variable related to emotional divorce is marital satisfaction. Marital satisfaction
reflects individuals’ subjective evaluation of the quality of their marital relationship and the extent to
which their emotional and psychological needs are fulfilled. Early maladaptive schemas and alexithymia
have been identified as significant predictors of reduced marital satisfaction (Akbari & Farahzadi, 2025).
Moreover, personality traits, attachment styles, and emotional dysregulation have been found to contribute
to marital dissatisfaction and instability (Kendall-Henderson, 2025; Rahmanian & Avrefinia, 2024).

Schema therapy, developed by Young, is an integrative therapeutic approach combining cognitive-
behavioral, attachment-based, experiential, and psychodynamic techniques. This approach focuses on
identifying and modifying early maladaptive schemas formed during childhood as a result of unmet
emotional needs. Schema therapy assumes that maladaptive schemas influence emotional reactions,
interpersonal behaviors, and cognitive interpretations within intimate relationships (Hicks et al., 2026).
Couples with active maladaptive schemas often interpret their partners’ behaviors through distorted
cognitive filters, which intensifies emotional reactions and perpetuates destructive interaction cycles.



Recent empirical evidence supports the effectiveness of schema therapy in improving marital
relationships. Bibak et al. demonstrated that schema therapy significantly improved emotional expression,
emotion regulation, and marital satisfaction among couples on the brink of divorce (Bibak et al., 2025).
Hosseini et al. reported that schema therapy reduced marital conflicts and increased perceived partner
responsiveness among women affected by infidelity (Hosseini et al., 2025). Kamali et al. found that schema
therapy with imagery rescripting improved marital intimacy among couples with marital conflicts (Kamali
et al., 2025). Similarly, Zerang et al. showed that schema therapy reduced psychological distress and
improved life engagement among couples experiencing marital conflict (Zerang et al., 2025).

Comparative studies have also highlighted the superiority of schema therapy over other therapeutic
approaches in some relational outcomes. Pishnamaz et al. reported that schema therapy and emotionally
focused therapy were both effective in reducing marital disaffection, although schema therapy showed
stronger effects on deep cognitive-emotional structures (Pishnamaz et al., 2024). Seidyousefi et al. found that
schema-focused couple therapy had greater effectiveness than emotionally focused therapy in improving
forgiveness among couples with marital discrepancies (Seidyousefi et al., 2024). Furthermore, Paydari-Niam
and Jadidian reported that schema therapy was more effective than the Gottman method in reducing
marital conflicts among women on the verge of divorce (Paydari-Niam & Jadidian, 2025).

Additional studies have emphasized the relationship between maladaptive schemas and broader
relational outcomes. Pour Meqdad et al. found that maladaptive schemas negatively predicted marital
relationship quality and adjustment (Pour Meqdad et al., 2024). Uluyol and Ozen-Ciplak also demonstrated
actor-partner effects between attachment patterns, interpersonal schemas, and marital adjustment (Uluyol
& Ozen-Ciplak, 2024). Moreover, Keyvani et al. reported that schema therapy improved cognitive emotion
regulation and marital quality of life among betrayed couples (Keyvani et al., 2025). These findings
collectively suggest that schema therapy may serve as an effective intervention for couples experiencing
emotional divorce and relational dysfunction. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the
effectiveness of schema therapy on marital conflicts, marital intimacy, and marital satisfaction among
couples experiencing emotional divorce.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed an applied semi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and
control group structure. The statistical population consisted of couples experiencing emotional divorce
who referred to counseling and psychological service centers in Tehran during 2025. Using convenience
sampling, couples were initially screened through an emotional divorce questionnaire, and individuals
scoring above the cut-off point were identified. Among them, 30 couples (60 individuals) meeting the
inclusion criteria, including at least three years of marital life and minimum high school education, were
selected. Participants were randomly assigned to experimental and control groups, with 15 couples in each
group.

The inclusion criteria included obtaining the cut-off score in the emotional divorce questionnaire,
willingness to participate in treatment sessions, and absence of simultaneous psychological interventions.
Exclusion criteria included absence from more than two sessions, occurrence of acute crises during the
intervention period, and use of psychiatric medications affecting the study variables.

Data collection instruments included the Marital Conflict Questionnaire, Marital Intimacy
Questionnaire, ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Questionnaire, Gottman Emotional Divorce Questionnaire,
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and Young Schema Questionnaire-Short Form. The schema therapy intervention was conducted in eight
90-minute sessions for the experimental group, while the control group received no intervention. The
sessions included introduction to schema concepts, identification of maladaptive schemas, cognitive
restructuring, imagery rescripting, experiential techniques, modification of maladaptive coping styles,
strengthening healthy adult mode, and relapse prevention.

Data analysis was performed using descriptive statistics and inferential statistics. Repeated
measures analysis of variance was used to evaluate the effectiveness of the intervention. Assumptions of
normality, homogeneity of variance, and sphericity were examined prior to analysis. Bonferroni post hoc
tests were used for pairwise comparisons. Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 26.

Findings

The findings showed that there were no significant differences between the experimental and
control groups in pre-test scores of marital conflicts, marital intimacy, and marital satisfaction, indicating
homogeneity between groups before the intervention. However, significant differences emerged between
groups during post-test and follow-up stages.

The mean scores of marital conflicts in the experimental group significantly decreased from pre-
test to post-test and remained lower during follow-up, whereas the control group showed minimal changes
across assessment stages. In contrast, marital intimacy scores significantly increased in the experimental
group during post-test and follow-up stages compared to the control group. Similarly, marital satisfaction
scores significantly improved among participants receiving schema therapy, while no meaningful
improvements were observed in the control group.

The results of repeated measures multivariate analysis of variance demonstrated significant effects
for group, time, and group x time interaction on marital conflicts, marital intimacy, and marital
satisfaction. The obtained effect sizes indicated that a considerable proportion of variance in the dependent
variables was explained by the schema therapy intervention. Pairwise comparisons further confirmed that
improvements observed in the experimental group during post-test remained relatively stable during
follow-up assessment.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that schema therapy significantly reduced marital
conflicts and improved marital intimacy and marital satisfaction among couples experiencing emotional
divorce. These results suggest that schema therapy effectively modifies dysfunctional cognitive-emotional
patterns underlying relational distress. By identifying maladaptive schemas and unhealthy coping modes,
couples become more aware of the origins of their emotional reactions and interaction patterns.
Consequently, they are better able to replace defensive and destructive behaviors with healthier
communication strategies and emotional responsiveness.

The reduction in marital conflicts observed in the present study may be explained by the role of
schema therapy in improving emotion regulation, increasing empathy, and reducing maladaptive coping
responses. Couples often interpret interpersonal situations through the lens of maladaptive schemas such
as abandonment, mistrust, emotional deprivation, or defectiveness. Schema therapy helps individuals
challenge these distorted interpretations and develop healthier emotional responses, thereby reducing
hostile interactions and chronic conflict cycles.

The increase in marital intimacy can also be understood within the framework of attachment and
emotional security. Many couples experiencing emotional divorce avoid emotional disclosure due to fear



of rejection or criticism. Through experiential techniques such as imagery rescripting and limited
reparenting, schema therapy provides a corrective emotional experience that allows individuals to express
unmet emotional needs more openly. This process enhances emotional closeness, empathy, and mutual
understanding within the relationship.

Furthermore, the improvement in marital satisfaction observed in this study appears to result from
reductions in conflict and increases in intimacy. As couples experience healthier communication patterns,
greater emotional security, and improved responsiveness to one another’s needs, their overall evaluation
of the marital relationship becomes more positive. Schema therapy not only addresses surface-level
relational problems but also targets deep-rooted cognitive and emotional structures that contribute to
dissatisfaction and emotional disconnection.

The stability of treatment effects during follow-up suggests that schema therapy may produce
relatively enduring changes in relational functioning. Because schema therapy focuses on modifying core
maladaptive beliefs and emotional experiences rather than only teaching behavioral skills, the resulting
improvements may become integrated into couples’ daily interactions over time.

Overall, the present study supports the effectiveness of schema therapy as a comprehensive
intervention for couples experiencing emotional divorce. By targeting maladaptive schemas, emotional
dysregulation, and dysfunctional interaction patterns, schema therapy can reduce marital conflicts,
strengthen intimacy, and enhance marital satisfaction. Therefore, this therapeutic approach may be
effectively utilized in family counseling centers, marital intervention programs, and preventive mental
health services aimed at reducing emotional divorce and improving family functioning.
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