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Objective: The aim of this study was to examine the effectiveness of schema therapy
and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) on cognitive flexibility and quality
of life in conflicting couples.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pre-test, post-test, and
follow-up design with a control group. The sample consisted of 24 conflicting couples
who were randomly divided into three groups: schema therapy group (8 couples), ACT
group (8 couples), and control group (8 couples). Both experimental groups received
seven 120-minute sessions of intervention. The research tools included the Cognitive
Flexibility Inventory and Quality of Life Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using
repeated measures ANOVA.

Findings: The results showed that both experimental groups experienced significant
improvements in cognitive flexibility and quality of life compared to the control group.
Furthermore, the follow-up results indicated that these improvements in the schema
therapy and ACT groups were sustained two months after the interventions. However,
no significant difference was found between the effectiveness of the two therapeutic
approaches.

Conclusion: Based on the findings of this study, both schema therapy and ACT can
effectively increase cognitive flexibility and improve the quality of life in conflicting
couples. These results highlight the effectiveness of these approaches in reducing
marital conflicts and enhancing the psychological well-being of couples.

Keywords: Schema therapy, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Cognitive
flexibility, Quality of life, Conflicting couples.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Marital conflicts and relational challenges are critical concerns that can significantly impact the
psychological well-being and overall quality of life of individuals. These conflicts often stem from early
maladaptive schemas and cognitive inflexibility, which play a crucial role in the deterioration of marital
satisfaction and increase the likelihood of divorce (Aghaee et al., 2019; Ahmadi et al., 2019). Early maladaptive
schemas, which are dysfunctional patterns of thinking formed during childhood, can profoundly influence
how individuals perceive and respond to their partners during conflicts. Cognitive flexibility, on the other
hand, is the ability to adjust one’s thinking and behavior when faced with complex or difficult situations
(Ahmadzadeh Samani et al., 2021; Alirezaee et al., 2020). When cognitive flexibility is low, individuals may
struggle to cope with marital challenges, leading to greater dissatisfaction and conflict.

Two therapeutic approaches that have gained prominence in addressing these issues are schema
therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). Schema therapy focuses on identifying and
modifying early maladaptive schemas to help individuals adopt healthier cognitive patterns in their
relationships (Aalami et al., 2020; Soleimannezhad & Hajizadeh, 2022). ACT, on the other hand, emphasizes
acceptance of negative thoughts and emotions while committing to actions aligned with personal values,
fostering greater psychological flexibility and improved relationship outcomes (Akrami, 2022; Yaghoobi
et al., 2020). Several studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of schema therapy and ACT in reducing
marital conflicts and enhancing relationship satisfaction (Aghaee et al., 2019; Panahifar et al., 2022).

Given the importance of cognitive flexibility and quality of life in marital functioning, this study
aims to compare the effectiveness of schema therapy and ACT in improving these variables among
conflicting couples. Previous research suggests that both schema therapy and ACT can have significant
positive impacts on relationship dynamics, but it remains unclear which of these approaches may be more
effective in promoting cognitive flexibility and enhancing overall quality of life (Bakntiari et al., 2019; Sadeghi
et al., 2021). This study seeks to address this gap by investigating the relative effectiveness of these two
interventions.

Methodology

This study was a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and follow-up assessments,
incorporating a control group. The sample consisted of 24 conflicting couples who were randomly divided
into three groups: schema therapy group (8 couples), ACT group (8 couples), and control group (8
couples). Each experimental group participated in seven 120-minute intervention sessions over the course
of the study, with sessions held once per week.

The schema therapy intervention was based on Dr. Hassan Hamidpour’s package, which is widely
recognized in Iranian psychological research, while the ACT intervention was derived from Dr. Harris’s
ACT protocol. The control group did not receive any intervention but participated in assessments at all
three measurement points. Participants completed the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory and Quality of Life
Questionnaire at three stages: pre-test, post-test, and two-month follow-up. Data were analyzed using



repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) to assess the impact of the interventions on cognitive
flexibility and quality of life.

Findings

The results of the repeated measures ANOVA revealed significant improvements in cognitive
flexibility and quality of life for both the schema therapy and ACT groups compared to the control group.
Specifically, in cognitive flexibility, the schema therapy group showed a significant increase from a pre-
test mean score of 19.56 (SD = 2.56) to a post-test score of 27.31 (SD = 2.50), and a follow-up score of
31.56 (SD = 2.78). Similarly, the ACT group experienced a significant improvement, with cognitive
flexibility scores increasing from 19.19 (SD = 3.62) at pre-test to 31.44 (SD = 4.23) at post-test, and 38.63
(SD = 4.08) at follow-up. The control group showed no significant change in cognitive flexibility scores
across the three stages of measurement.

In terms of quality of life, the schema therapy group showed an improvement from a pre-test mean
of 38.94 (SD =7.45) to a post-test mean of 54.25 (SD = 6.81), and a follow-up mean of 62.25 (SD = 6.18).
The ACT group demonstrated a similar pattern, with scores increasing from 40.81 (SD = 8.35) at pre-test
to 63.19 (SD = 7.90) at post-test, and 75.19 (SD = 8.63) at follow-up. The control group, once again, did
not exhibit significant changes in quality of life scores across the three stages. Additionally, no significant
differences were found between the schema therapy and ACT groups in terms of overall effectiveness.

Inferential statistical analysis using repeated measures ANOVA revealed significant
improvements in both cognitive flexibility and quality of life across the schema therapy and ACT groups
compared to the control group. For cognitive flexibility, both schema therapy (F=1217.84, p<0.001) and
ACT (F=823.14, p<0.001) showed significant increases from pre-test to post-test, and these improvements
were sustained in the follow-up period. Similarly, significant improvements were observed in the quality
of life scores for both schema therapy (F=3801.93, p<0.001) and ACT (F=443.35, p<0.001). However,
there was no significant difference between the two experimental groups, indicating that both
interventions were equally effective in enhancing cognitive flexibility and quality of life. Additionally,
post-hoc comparisons confirmed that the improvements in the schema therapy and ACT groups were
significantly higher than those in the control group, which showed no meaningful changes over time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study align with previous research that highlights the effectiveness of schema
therapy and ACT in improving cognitive flexibility and quality of life in conflicting couples. Schema
therapy, by addressing and modifying early maladaptive schemas, enables individuals to approach their
marital conflicts with more adaptive cognitive strategies (Ahmadi et al., 2019; Soleimannezhad & Hajizadeh,
2022). This cognitive restructuring allows couples to break free from rigid thinking patterns that often
exacerbate conflict, thereby fostering more positive relationship dynamics (Aalami et al., 2020).

ACT’s focus on acceptance and commitment to valued actions also played a critical role in
enhancing cognitive flexibility and quality of life. By encouraging individuals to accept negative thoughts
and emotions rather than attempting to suppress or avoid them, ACT helps reduce psychological distress
and promotes healthier relationship behaviors (Akrami, 2022; Sadeghi et al., 2021). This aligns with previous
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studies, such as Yaghoobi et al. (2020), which found that ACT significantly improves interpersonal
relationships among couples with marital conflicts (Yaghoobi et al., 2020).

One of the key findings of this study was the sustained improvement in cognitive flexibility and
quality of life observed in both the schema therapy and ACT groups during the follow-up period. This
indicates that the effects of these therapeutic interventions are not only immediate but also long-lasting,
which is consistent with the findings of Mohammadi et al. (2020), who reported that schema therapy and
ACT contribute to long-term improvements in psychological well-being (Mohammadi et al., 2020). Both
interventions appeared to provide participants with tools that they could continue to apply in their daily
lives, leading to ongoing benefits even after the formal treatment had ended.

Interestingly, while both interventions were effective, there was no significant difference in the
overall effectiveness of schema therapy versus ACT. This suggests that both approaches are equally
valuable in addressing the needs of couples experiencing marital conflicts. The current study adds to the
growing body of evidence that both schema therapy and ACT can serve as effective interventions for
improving cognitive flexibility, quality of life, and overall marital satisfaction.
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