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Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Gestalt therapy and logotherapy on
emotional schemas and experiential avoidance in patients with leukemia at Mehraneh Clinic,
Zanjan.

Methodology: This applied quantitative study used a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest—
follow-up design with two experimental groups and one control group. The statistical population
included patients with leukemia referring to Mehraneh Clinic in Zanjan in 2024. Sixty eligible
patients were selected through convenience sampling based on the inclusion criteria and were
randomly assigned to Gestalt therapy, logotherapy, and control groups. The two therapeutic
interventions were delivered in eight 90-minute group sessions, while the control group received
no psychological intervention during the study period. Data were collected using Leahy’s
Emotional Schema Scale and the Experiential Avoidance Questionnaire developed by Gamez et
al. Data analysis was conducted using repeated-measures multivariate analysis of variance and
Bonferroni post-hoc tests in SPSS-23.

Findings: Repeated-measures analysis showed that the time x group interaction effect was
significant for all 14 components of emotional schemas (p<0.001), with large effect sizes. The
time x group interaction effect was also significant for experiential avoidance (p<0.001,
12=0.57). Bonferroni post-hoc results indicated that, in both Gestalt therapy and logotherapy
groups, the differences between pretest and posttest and between pretest and follow-up were
significant for emotional schemas and experiential avoidance (p<0.001), whereas the difference
between posttest and follow-up was not significant (p>0.05). Between-group comparisons
showed that both experimental groups differed significantly from the control group at posttest
and follow-up (p<0.001), while no significant difference was found between Gestalt therapy and
logotherapy (p>0.05).

Conclusion: Gestalt therapy and logotherapy were both effective in improving emotional
schemas and reducing experiential avoidance among patients with leukemia, and their
therapeutic effects remained stable at follow-up. However, neither intervention demonstrated

significant superiority over the other.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Leukemia is a life-threatening hematological malignancy that affects patients not only through its
physical burden, but also through profound psychological, emotional, existential, and interpersonal
consequences. Patients with leukemia frequently experience uncertainty regarding disease progression,
prolonged treatment processes, fear of relapse, bodily vulnerability, dependency on medical care, and
concerns about death and the future. These experiences may activate maladaptive cognitive-emotional
patterns and reduce patients’ capacity to regulate emotional distress effectively. In psycho-oncology,
increasing attention has therefore been directed toward psychological interventions that target patients’
emotional processing, meaning-making, self-efficacy, psychological flexibility, and adjustment to illness.
Previous studies have shown that interventions focused on emotional schemas, schema therapy,
mindfulness-based approaches, and transdiagnostic treatment models can improve psychological
functioning among cancer patients by reducing emotional distress, death anxiety, experiential avoidance,
and emotion dysregulation while strengthening hope, resilience, and self-efficacy (Ghayour et al., 2022; Hosseini
et al., 2019; Mirbagheri et al., 2022; Rad et al., 2024; Talebi et al., 2025).

Emotional schemas are among the central psychological constructs involved in how individuals
interpret, evaluate, and respond to their emotional experiences. Maladaptive emotional schemas may lead
individuals to perceive emotions as shameful, uncontrollable, incomprehensible, or dangerous. In patients
with cancer, such schemas may intensify emotional suffering and interfere with adaptive coping. Studies on
emotional schema therapy have demonstrated its effectiveness in improving illness perception, hope, death
attitudes, distress tolerance, pain, depression, resilience, and self-efficacy among cancer patients (Hosseini et
al., 2019; Rad et al., 2024; Talebi et al., 2025; Talebi et al., 2023). Moreover, emotional schemas have been linked to
broader patterns of psychological vulnerability, relationship conflict, emotional divorce, and maladaptive
mental schemas, suggesting that emotional meaning systems may shape both intrapersonal and interpersonal
adjustment (Hicks et al., 2026; Shoaa Kazemi et al., 2026).

Experiential avoidance is another important construct in understanding psychological distress among
patients with chronic and life-threatening illnesses. It refers to the tendency to avoid, suppress, escape, or
control unpleasant internal experiences such as thoughts, memories, bodily sensations, and emotions, even
when such avoidance produces long-term psychological costs. In cancer patients, experiential avoidance
may appear as avoidance of illness-related thoughts, denial of fear, emotional suppression, withdrawal from
painful conversations, or excessive distraction from distressing bodily and existential experiences. Research
has shown that experiential avoidance is associated with emotion dysregulation, rumination, distress
intolerance, psychological inflexibility, and maladaptive behaviors (Mardani et al., 2022; Nazari et al., 2022; Sedighi
Arfaee et al., 2021). It has also been identified as an important mediator in the relationship between emotional
schemas, intolerance of uncertainty, and psychological symptoms (Abdollahpour et al., 2025). In cancer-related
contexts, interventions targeting experiential avoidance have been shown to improve emotional distress and
psychological adaptation (Ghayour et al., 2022; Mousapour et al., 2022; Stone et al., 2024).

Gestalt therapy and logotherapy are two humanistic-experiential approaches that may be particularly
relevant for leukemia patients. Gestalt therapy emphasizes awareness, contact, embodiment, responsibility,
and the direct experience of emotions in the here and now. It may help patients recognize avoided emotions,
unfinished emotional experiences, bodily signals, and patterns of withdrawal from authentic contact.



Evidence suggests that Gestalt therapy and Gestalt-based integrated interventions can improve
psychological well-being, self-efficacy, and emotional functioning in patients with cancer and somatic
conditions (Abd Alrazaq et al., 2023; Cannavo & Davi, 2025; Mokri Vala etal., 2022). Logotherapy, in contrast, focuses
on meaning, responsibility, freedom of attitude, and the possibility of finding purpose even in suffering. For
patients facing a potentially life-threatening disease, meaning-centered work may reduce emotional
avoidance by helping patients reinterpret illness, suffering, mortality, and personal values within a
meaningful life framework. Although previous studies have supported schema-based, mindfulness-based,
experiential, and transdiagnostic interventions in clinical populations (Eskandarpour et al., 2023; Rahmani et al.,
2024; Veisi et al., 2026; Wan-Vermeer et al., 2024), few studies have directly compared Gestalt therapy and
logotherapy in patients with leukemia. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of
Gestalt therapy and logotherapy on emotional schemas and experiential avoidance in patients with leukemia
at Mehraneh Clinic, Zanjan.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied in terms of purpose, quantitative in terms of data type, and quasi-experimental
in terms of research design. A pretest—posttest—follow-up design with two experimental groups and one
equivalent control group was used. The statistical population included all patients with leukemia referring
to Mehraneh Clinic in Zanjan in 2024. The required sample size was estimated using G*Power software
based on the research design, statistical power considerations, and the expected ability to detect meaningful
intervention effects. The minimum required sample size was estimated at 54 participants; however,
considering possible attrition during the intervention and follow-up phases, 60 patients were recruited.
Participants were selected through voluntary convenience sampling according to the inclusion criteria and
were then randomly assigned to three groups: Gestalt therapy, logotherapy, and control, with 20 participants
in each group.

The inclusion criteria included having a diagnosis of leukemia, normal intellectual functioning, age
between 20 and 45 years, minimum education of diploma level, willingness to participate in the study, and
ability to attend group sessions. The exclusion criteria included absence from more than two intervention
sessions, failure to complete therapeutic assignments for more than two sessions, participation in other
psychological interventions during the study, receiving simultaneous individual counseling, or major
changes in treatment conditions during the research process. Before data collection, the objectives and
procedures of the study were explained to the participants, informed consent was obtained, confidentiality
was assured, and participants were informed of their right to withdraw at any stage.

Data were collected using Leahy’s Emotional Schema Scale and the Experiential Avoidance
Questionnaire developed by Gamez and colleagues. The emotional schema instrument includes 28 items
and 14 components, including distrust, incomprehensibility, guilt, simplistic view of emotion, lack of
validation, lack of control, numbness, rationality, duration, low awareness, non-acceptance, rumination, low
expression, and shame. The experiential avoidance questionnaire includes 62 items and six components,
including  behavioral avoidance, distress aversion, procrastination, distraction/suppression,
repression/denial, and distress endurance. Both instruments were administered at pretest, posttest, and three-
month follow-up. Content validity was reviewed by academic and clinical experts, and internal consistency
was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha. The reliability coefficients were 0.81 for the Emotional Schema Scale
and 0.78 for the Experiential Avoidance Questionnaire.
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The Gestalt therapy intervention was conducted in eight 90-minute group sessions. Its content
focused on awareness of present experience, responsibility, contact and withdrawal, staying with emotions,
empty-chair work, exaggeration, reversal, experimentation, and group sharing. The logotherapy intervention
was also conducted in eight 90-minute group sessions and focused on meaning in life, leukemia and
meaning, historical sources of meaning, present and future meaning, attitudinal values, creative values,
experiential values, responsibility, hope, and transformation. The control group received no psychological
intervention during the study period.

Findings

The demographic results showed that the three groups were relatively balanced in terms of age and
gender. In the Gestalt therapy group, 40% of participants were aged 20-32 years and 60% were aged 33-45
years; 55% were men and 45% were women. In the logotherapy group, 35% were aged 20-32 years and
65% were aged 33-45 years; 60% were men and 40% were women. In the control group, 45% were aged
20-32 years and 55% were aged 33-45 years; 65% were men and 35% were women.

Descriptive statistics showed that maladaptive emotional schema components decreased from pretest
to posttest in both experimental groups, and these improvements were largely maintained at follow-up. In
the Gestalt therapy group, distrust decreased from 32.40 at pretest to 20.15 at posttest and 21.30 at follow-
up. In the logotherapy group, distrust decreased from 43.20 to 29.10 and 30.45. Similar patterns were
observed for incomprehensibility, guilt, simplistic view of emotion, lack of validation, lack of control,
numbness, duration, low awareness, non-acceptance, rumination, low expression, and shame. The rationality
component, which has a positive interpretive direction, increased in the experimental groups after
intervention. Experiential avoidance also decreased in both experimental groups. In the Gestalt therapy
group, experiential avoidance decreased from 52.30 at pretest to 36.45 at posttest and 38.10 at follow-up. In
the logotherapy group, it decreased from 51.85 to 34.90 and 36.20. In the control group, the means remained
relatively stable across the three measurement stages.

Before inferential analysis, the assumptions of repeated-measures analysis were examined. The
results of skewness and kurtosis indices and the Shapiro—Wilk test supported relative normality of the data.
Levene’s test confirmed homogeneity of variances, Box’s test supported equality of covariance matrices,
and Mauchly’s test confirmed the sphericity assumption. Therefore, the data met the necessary assumptions
for repeated-measures multivariate analysis of variance.

The results of repeated-measures analysis showed that the time x group interaction effect was
significant for all 14 emotional schema components. The F values ranged from 42.90 to 54.90, and all
significance levels were 0.001. The effect sizes ranged from 0.47 to 0.58, indicating large intervention
effects. The strongest effects were observed for rumination, shame, lack of control, and non-acceptance. The
time x group interaction was also significant for experiential avoidance, F = 63.75, p = 0.001, Eta? = 0.57.
These findings indicate that changes over time differed significantly across the Gestalt therapy, logotherapy,
and control groups.

Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons showed no significant differences between groups at pretest,
indicating initial group homogeneity. At posttest, both experimental groups differed significantly from the
control group in emotional schema components and experiential avoidance, with significance levels of
0.001. However, the difference between Gestalt therapy and logotherapy was not significant. At follow-up,
the same pattern was maintained: both experimental groups remained significantly different from the control



group, while no significant difference was found between the two therapeutic interventions. These findings
show that both interventions were effective and that their effects remained stable over time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrated that both Gestalt therapy and logotherapy significantly
improved emotional schemas and reduced experiential avoidance among patients with leukemia. The
improvement in emotional schemas suggests that both interventions helped patients modify their relationship
with difficult emotions. Patients with leukemia often experience fear, uncertainty, sadness, guilt,
helplessness, and concerns about death. When these emotions are interpreted as uncontrollable, shameful,
or unbearable, maladaptive emotional schemas may intensify psychological distress. Gestalt therapy likely
reduced these maladaptive patterns by helping patients increase awareness of present emotional experiences,
remain in contact with avoided feelings, and accept responsibility for their internal responses. Logotherapy
likely produced similar improvements by helping patients reinterpret suffering, illness, and emotional pain
within a broader framework of meaning and personal responsibility.

The reduction in experiential avoidance is also clinically important. Patients facing leukemia may
attempt to avoid distressing thoughts and emotions related to illness, treatment, mortality, or future
uncertainty. Although such avoidance may provide temporary relief, it can prevent emotional processing
and reduce psychological flexibility. Gestalt therapy directly challenges avoidance by encouraging contact
with bodily sensations, emotions, unfinished experiences, and authentic expression. Logotherapy reduces
avoidance through meaning-making, helping patients face suffering rather than escape from it. Thus, both
approaches appear capable of shifting patients from avoidance and suppression toward awareness,
acceptance, and purposeful engagement with life.

Another important finding was the absence of a significant difference between Gestalt therapy and
logotherapy. This suggests that although the two interventions are theoretically distinct, they may produce
comparable clinical outcomes in patients with leukemia. Gestalt therapy works mainly through awareness,
contact, emotional expression, and experiential integration, while logotherapy works through meaning,
values, responsibility, and attitudinal change. However, both approaches may increase psychological
flexibility, reduce avoidance, and help patients relate differently to emotional pain and existential distress.
Therefore, the choice between these interventions may depend on patient preference, therapist expertise,
clinical context, and the dominant needs of the patient.

Overall, the results support the use of both Gestalt therapy and logotherapy as complementary
psychological interventions alongside medical treatment for patients with leukemia. These interventions can
help patients reduce maladaptive emotional schemas, decrease experiential avoidance, and maintain
therapeutic gains over time. The findings indicate that humanistic, experiential, and meaning-oriented
approaches can be valuable components of comprehensive psycho-oncological care. Future clinical
programs for leukemia patients may benefit from integrating emotional awareness, acceptance of internal
experience, responsibility, meaning-making, and value-based living into structured psychological support
services.
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