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Objective: This study aimed to develop a structural model of the intergenerational
transmission of early maladaptive schemas from mothers to daughters, mediated by
temperament and perceived parenting experiences.

Methodology: The study employed a descriptive—correlational design using structural
equation modeling. The statistical population included female students at Ferdowsi
University of Mashhad and their mothers. A total of 218 participants were selected
through convenience sampling. Data were collected using the Young Schema
Questionnaire (YSQ), the Temperament and Character Inventory (TCI), and the Young
Parenting Inventory (YPI). After excluding incomplete responses, 200 valid datasets
were analyzed using SPSS and AMOS software.

Findings: Results indicated a satisfactory model fit after excluding the temperament
variable. Mothers’ maladaptive schemas were significantly related to daughters’
maladaptive schemas both directly and indirectly through perceived parenting styles
(B=0.291, P<0.001). The final structural model showed acceptable fit indices
(x¥/df=2.14, RMSEA=0.07, CFI=0.93, GF1=0.93).

Conclusion: The findings suggest that daughters’ perceived parenting experiences
mediate the transmission of maladaptive schemas from mothers to daughters. These
results underscore the importance of parenting perceptions in intergenerational schema
continuity and provide a conceptual basis for designing effective parenting
interventions to prevent maladaptive schema formation.

Keywords: Intergenerational relations, Early maladaptive schemas, Temperament,
Parenting, Structural equation modeling
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Early maladaptive schemas (EMSs) are defined as enduring cognitive—emotional patterns that
originate during childhood when fundamental emotional needs are not adequately met (Wright et al., 2009).
These schemas form the basis of how individuals perceive themselves, others, and the world, and they
often lead to emotional distress and dysfunctional behavior in adulthood. According to schema theory,
experiences with primary caregivers play a central role in the formation of these schemas. When a
caregiver fails to provide security, acceptance, and autonomy, the child may develop distorted beliefs such
as defectiveness, abandonment, or mistrust (Ghiasi et al., 2011; Saritas Atalar & Gencoz, 2015).

A growing body of research indicates that these maladaptive schemas can be transmitted across
generations through complex emotional and behavioral mechanisms (Sundag et al., 2018). The concept of
intergenerational schema transmission suggests that the cognitive and emotional patterns of parents—
especially mothers—can influence how their children perceive and interpret their own experiences
(Zonnevijlle & Hildebrand, 2018). This process occurs not only through direct imitation or modeling but also
through more subtle emotional mechanisms, such as attachment dynamics, parenting practices, and the
child’s subjective interpretation of parental behavior (Boehnke, 2015; Gibson & Francis, 2019).

Empirical studies have supported this phenomenon. For example, Gibson and Francis
demonstrated a significant correlation between mothers’ and daughters’ maladaptive schemas, mediated
by the daughters’ perceptions of parenting experiences (Gibson & Francis, 2019). Similarly, Sundag et al.
found that parents with strong maladaptive schemas are more likely to engage in negative parenting
behaviors—such as overcontrol or emotional unavailability—that facilitate schema replication in their
children (Sundag et al., 2018). The perception of parenting, therefore, becomes a pivotal factor: it is not
merely the objective parental behavior that shapes a child’s schemas, but rather how the child interprets
that behavior within their cognitive and emotional framework (Saritas Atalar & Gencoz, 2015).

In addition to parenting, temperament has been recognized as another variable associated with
schema development. Cloninger’s biopsychological model defines temperament as a biologically based
dimension of personality encompassing novelty seeking, harm avoidance, reward dependence, and
persistence (Yangetal., 2015). Temperament influences how individuals process emotions, respond to stress,
and interact with caregivers during development. Studies have shown that children with highly reactive
temperaments may be more sensitive to negative parenting, thus becoming more vulnerable to the
formation of maladaptive schemas (Macik, 2021). Conversely, a stable and resilient temperament may
buffer the effects of dysfunctional parenting on schema formation.

However, despite the established importance of both temperament and parenting, few studies have
simultaneously examined their roles in the intergenerational transmission of EMSs. Prior research has also
indicated that early childhood adversities in mothers, such as neglect or abuse, are associated with negative
parenting practices and subsequent schema formation in offspring (Lotto et al., 2023; Zeynel & Uzer, 2020).
Lotto et al. emphasized that mothers who experienced adversity during their own upbringing often
reproduce similar emotional environments with their children, perpetuating maladaptive cognitive—
emotional patterns across generations. These findings align with the systematic review by Sojta and
Strzelecki, which concluded that maladaptive schemas are likely to pass generationally through learned
parenting behaviors and internalized emotional representations (Séjta & Strzelecki, 2023).



Moreover, research by Costa et al. revealed that EMSs, in conjunction with temperament traits
such as harm avoidance, explain a considerable proportion of variance in psychiatric symptoms among
adults (Costa et al., 2020). These results suggest that schema-related vulnerability may be reinforced through
both environmental and temperamental pathways. In Iranian studies, similar findings have been reported.
For instance, Chaharrahi et al. identified parenting style and attachment as significant mediators in
predicting maladaptive schemas (Chaharrahi et al., 2022), while Faramarzi Rad et al. found that EMSs predict
alexithymia through reduced emotional self-disclosure (Faramarzi Rad et al., 2023). These studies collectively
point to the centrality of family and emotional processing in schema formation and transmission.

Despite the progress in this field, a research gap remains regarding how these factors interact in
the mother—daughter relationship—a unique dyad in which emotional modeling and gender identification
are highly salient. While mothers’ schemas are known to influence daughters’ emotional development,
the exact mechanisms of this influence—particularly the mediating roles of perceived parenting and
temperament—are not fully understood (Macik et al., 2016; Sundag et al., 2018). Understanding this process is
crucial for developing effective preventive interventions and for designing therapeutic programs that
target family-level schema patterns (Amini & Neshatdoost, 2023).

Therefore, the present study aimed to develop and test a structural model of the intergenerational
transmission of early maladaptive schemas from mothers to daughters, with the mediating roles of
perceived parenting experiences and temperament.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive—correlational design based on structural equation modeling.
The statistical population included female university students at Ferdowsi University of Mashhad and
their mothers during the 2018-2019 academic year. A total of 218 participants were selected using
convenience sampling, and after excluding incomplete or invalid questionnaires, data from 200
participants were analyzed.

Data were collected using three validated instruments: (1) the Young Schema Questionnaire
(YSQ) to assess early maladaptive schemas, (2) the Temperament and Character Inventory (TCI) by
Cloninger to measure temperament dimensions, and (3) the Young Parenting Inventory (YPI) to evaluate
perceived parenting experiences. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and
path analysis through SPSS and AMOS software. Model fit was assessed using standard indices such as
CFI, GFI, RMSEA, and y?/df.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated that the mean scores for mothers’ and daughters” EMSs were 2.77
(SD =0.65) and 2.59 (SD = 0.66), respectively. Among the subdomains of perceived parenting, “impaired
autonomy and performance” (M = 2.86, SD = 0.73) and “over-vigilance and inhibition” (M = 2.89, SD =
0.80) were the most prominent.

Correlation analysis revealed a strong and significant relationship between mothers’ and
daughters” EMSs (r = 0.54, p < 0.001). Additionally, perceived parenting styles were significantly
correlated with both maternal and filial schemas, suggesting an interconnected emotional-cognitive
framework within family systems.

Structural equation modeling demonstrated that the initial model did not achieve a satisfactory fit
when temperament was included as a mediator. After excluding temperament, the model showed good fit
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indices (y¥df = 2.14, CFI = 0.93, GFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.07). In the final model, mothers’ EMSs had
both direct and indirect effects on daughters’ EMSs through perceived parenting. The indirect effect of
perceived parenting as a mediator was significant (B = 0.291, p <0.001), and the direct effect of mothers’
EMSs on daughters’ schemas remained significant (B = 0.306, p < 0.001).

Thus, daughters’ perceptions of their mothers’ parenting behaviors served as a significant
mediating factor in the intergenerational transmission of maladaptive schemas, while temperament did not
play a mediating role in this relationship.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study provide strong empirical support for the hypothesis that perceived
parenting experiences mediate the relationship between mothers’ and daughters’ early maladaptive
schemas. This finding emphasizes the role of subjective interpretation in the continuity of dysfunctional
cognitive—emotional patterns across generations. While prior studies have demonstrated that maladaptive
schemas are correlated between parents and children, the present research clarifies the mechanism by
which these schemas are transmitted—namely, through how children internalize and interpret parental
behaviors.

The exclusion of temperament as a mediator suggests that biologically based personality traits,
although influential in emotional processing, may not directly account for the intergenerational
transmission of schemas. Instead, parenting practices and the child’s emotional meaning-making process
appear to be more powerful determinants of schema development. This aligns with theoretical
assumptions that schemas are primarily formed through attachment relationships and cognitive appraisals
rather than innate traits.

The current findings are consistent with prior research indicating that mothers’ emotional
unavailability, inconsistency, or overcontrol are significant predictors of children’s maladaptive schema
formation. These results also complement the evidence that negative childhood experiences of mothers
can perpetuate dysfunctional parenting behaviors in adulthood, establishing a cyclical pattern of cognitive
vulnerability. As suggested by prior cross-cultural and clinical studies, the mother—daughter relationship
is particularly susceptible to this cycle due to heightened emotional identification and modeling tendencies
within same-gender dyads.

By demonstrating that perceived parenting mediates the intergenerational link between mothers’
and daughters’ EMSs, the study underscores the importance of addressing parenting perceptions in
schema-focused interventions. Schema therapy programs may benefit from integrating modules that help
parents recognize and correct maladaptive cognitive themes inherited from their own upbringing.
Additionally, prevention efforts should emphasize enhancing parental emotional awareness,
responsiveness, and flexibility to disrupt the cycle of schema transmission.

Theoretically, the findings contribute to schema therapy and developmental psychopathology by
confirming that maladaptive schemas are sustained through reciprocal interactions between cognition,
emotion, and family environment. They support the notion that cognitive vulnerability is not solely an
individual attribute but also a relational construct embedded within the family’s emotional system.
Clinically, the results highlight that modifying parental schemas and restructuring parenting
interpretations in children may serve as dual therapeutic targets to prevent schema perpetuation.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that the intergenerational transfer of early maladaptive
schemas from mothers to daughters occurs largely through perceived parenting experiences rather than



temperament. Daughters’ cognitive interpretations of their mothers’ behaviors are central to how
maladaptive schemas are internalized and transmitted. These findings provide a conceptual foundation for
designing family-based schema interventions aimed at promoting healthier emotional development and
interrupting the continuity of maladaptive cognitive—emotional patterns across generations.
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