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Objective: The present study aimed to examine the relationship between early
maladaptive schemas, loneliness, and attitudes toward marital infidelity, with a focus
on the mediating role of loneliness.

Methodology: This descriptive—correlational study was conducted on couples
attending counseling centers in Shahrekord. A total sample of 155 participants was
selected through convenience sampling. Data collection instruments included the
Young Schema Questionnaire (1990), the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, Peplau &
Cutrona, 1980), and the Attitudes Toward Marital Infidelity Scale (Whatley, 2006).
Data were analyzed using structural equation modeling with SmartPLS.

Findings: Results showed that early maladaptive schemas directly predicted both
attitudes toward infidelity (=0.503, p<0.001) and loneliness (f=0.497, p<0.001).
Loneliness also significantly predicted attitudes toward infidelity (f=0.286, p=0.018).
Moreover, the indirect effect through loneliness was significant (3=0.142, p=0.033).
Model fit indices confirmed the adequacy of the conceptual model (R2=0.478,
Q2=0.226, NF1=0.93, SRMR=0.076).

Conclusion: The findings indicate that early maladaptive schemas influence attitudes
toward marital infidelity both directly and indirectly via loneliness. Thus, loneliness
serves as a key mediator in explaining the relationship between maladaptive schemas
and attitudes toward infidelity. Addressing these factors in counseling and therapeutic
interventions may reduce tendencies toward infidelity among couples.

Keywords: Early maladaptive schemas, loneliness, attitudes toward marital infidelity,
couples, structural equation modeling
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Marital infidelity has been recognized as one of the most destabilizing threats to marital
relationships, with profound psychological, social, and emotional consequences for couples. It not only
erodes trust between partners but also leads to adverse outcomes such as loneliness, emotional exhaustion,
marital dissatisfaction, and, in many cases, family disintegration. Research consistently highlights the role
of cognitive, emotional, and interpersonal factors in shaping the likelihood of infidelity, as well as the way
individuals perceive and respond to it (Seyed Mousavi & Moharami, 2019). Within this framework, early
maladaptive schemas have emerged as a significant cognitive structure that predisposes individuals to
relational difficulties, maladaptive interpersonal behaviors, and vulnerability to negative coping strategies,
including extramarital involvement (Janovsky et al., 2020).

Loneliness is another variable closely related to marital quality and infidelity. Studies have
demonstrated that loneliness not only reduces marital satisfaction but also significantly increases the risk
of infidelity (Borawski et al., 2021). Individuals experiencing emotional or social loneliness tend to report
weaker bonds with their partners and higher levels of dissatisfaction, which may manifest in seeking
external relationships. Empirical research further shows that loneliness interacts with multiple
psychosocial factors such as death anxiety, meaning in life, and emotional regulation (Gakar, 2020; Guner et
al., 2021). For instance, loneliness was identified as a major mental health issue during the COVID-19
pandemic, amplifying symptoms of depression, anxiety, and distress (Cao et al., 2020). Thus, loneliness can
be understood as both a predictor and a consequence of marital infidelity.

The interplay between maladaptive schemas, loneliness, and infidelity attitudes is further
supported by research on mindfulness, meaning in life, and psychological well-being. Findings indicate
that loneliness reduces regulatory emotional self-efficacy and subjective well-being, whereas constructs
such as trait mindfulness serve as protective mechanisms (Gin etal., 2020). Moreover, the search for meaning
has been shown to mitigate the harmful psychological outcomes associated with loneliness and lack of
intimacy (Trudel-Fitzgerald et al., 2020). Taken together, these studies highlight the multi-dimensionality of
loneliness and its central role in marital functioning and infidelity.

Empirical evidence also emphasizes that maladaptive schemas strongly predict relational
difficulties. Certain schemas, particularly abandonment, mistrust, emotional deprivation, and
defectiveness, correlate with higher levels of marital dissatisfaction and problematic attitudes toward
fidelity (Faraji et al., 2021). Furthermore, cognitive vulnerabilities embedded in maladaptive schemas
increase susceptibility to extramarital relations through mechanisms such as low frustration tolerance,
poor emotional differentiation, and chronic dissatisfaction (Mahdizadeh & Dareh Kordi, 2020). This suggests
that schemas and loneliness may function in tandem to shape attitudes toward infidelity.

Recent therapeutic approaches underscore the value of addressing schemas and loneliness to
mitigate the impact of infidelity. Schema therapy has shown effectiveness in reducing loneliness, marital
exhaustion, and relational distress among individuals affected by infidelity (Nasirnia Samakoush & Yousefi,
2023; Samakoush, 2023). Similarly, therapeutic interventions have demonstrated the ability to improve
relational quality and emotional regulation in couples by addressing maladaptive schemas and enhancing
interpersonal trust (Pasha et al., 2024; Yousefpouri et al., 2024). These findings align with broader literature on



cognitive and emotional interventions aimed at strengthening resilience and reducing maladaptive
relational attitudes (Ojaghloo et al., 2022).

Infidelity has also been examined through the lens of personality factors, attachment styles, and
social-emotional loneliness. Evidence suggests that dark personality traits and insecure attachment
significantly predict online and offline infidelity, with loneliness serving as a mediator in these pathways
(Salehzadeh et al., 2024; Taheri et al., 2024). Similarly, empirical results indicate that forgiveness, depression,
and feelings of inferiority play a mediating role between loneliness and sexual dissatisfaction among
women impacted by infidelity (Ebrahimi et al., 2022; Ebrahimi et al., 2023). This growing body of literature
highlights the intricate network of relationships among schemas, loneliness, and infidelity attitudes.

Beyond theoretical significance, infidelity has practical and therapeutic implications. Various
therapeutic methods—including dialectical behavior therapy, emotion-focused therapy, and acceptance
and commitment-based approaches—have shown considerable promise in helping couples affected by
infidelity. For instance, dialectical behavior therapy and emotion-focused therapy have been effective in
improving intimacy and communication patterns in couples struggling with the aftermath of infidelity
(Badanfiroz, 2025). Similarly, emotional freedom techniques have been reported to reduce post-traumatic
symptoms in women affected by infidelity (Ghezelseflo et al., 2023). Altogether, these findings provide strong
support for the integration of cognitive and emotional interventions in addressing marital challenges.

Drawing from these insights, the present study aimed to examine the relationship between early
maladaptive schemas, loneliness, and attitudes toward marital infidelity among couples. By identifying
both direct and indirect effects, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of the cognitive-emotional
mechanisms underlying infidelity and provides implications for prevention and intervention.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a descriptive—correlational design. The statistical population included couples
who visited counseling centers in Shahrekord. A sample of 155 participants was selected using
convenience sampling. After obtaining informed consent, participants completed three standardized
instruments: the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, Peplau & Cutrona, 1980), the Young Schema
Questionnaire (Young, 1990), and the Attitudes Toward Marital Infidelity Scale (Whatley, 2006).

The questionnaires were distributed in person, and participants were assured of confidentiality.
Data collection emphasized establishing trust to minimize social desirability bias. All completed
questionnaires were scored and coded for analysis. Descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations,
frequency, and percentages) were used to summarize data. Inferential statistics included structural
equation modeling with SmartPLS to test hypotheses and examine direct and indirect effects among the
variables. Model fit indices, including R2, Q?, NFI, and SRMR, were employed to assess the adequacy of
the structural model.

Findings

Descriptive analyses revealed relatively high levels of maladaptive schemas among participants,
with the highest mean score observed in the self-sacrifice schema and the lowest in defectiveness.
Loneliness scores indicated a moderate-to-high level among couples, while attitudes toward infidelity
showed average tendencies. The variability in responses suggested considerable heterogeneity in
participants’ cognitive and emotional profiles.
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Model evaluation demonstrated acceptable fit indices. The R? value for attitudes toward infidelity
was 0.478, indicating that nearly 48% of the variance was explained by maladaptive schemas and
loneliness. Predictive relevance (Q?) was positive (0.226), and NFI (0.93) suggested good model fit, while
SRMR (0.076) confirmed the adequacy of the model.

Path analysis revealed several significant relationships. Early maladaptive schemas had a strong
direct effect on attitudes toward infidelity (f=0.503, p<0.001) and also significantly predicted loneliness
(B=0.497, p<0.001). Loneliness, in turn, had a significant direct effect on attitudes toward infidelity
(B=0.286, p=0.018). Moreover, an indirect path was confirmed, showing that schemas predicted infidelity
attitudes through loneliness (f=0.142, p=0.033). Together, these results confirmed both the direct and
mediating roles of loneliness in the model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the dual role of early maladaptive schemas in influencing
attitudes toward marital infidelity, both directly and indirectly through loneliness. These results are
consistent with prior research highlighting schemas as fundamental cognitive structures that predispose
individuals to relational dissatisfaction and maladaptive coping strategies (Faraji et al., 2021; Mahdizadeh &
Dareh Kordi, 2020). The evidence that loneliness mediates this relationship resonates with broader findings
linking loneliness to psychological distress, diminished marital satisfaction, and heightened risk of
infidelity (Borawski et al., 2021; Salman Nejad et al., 2022).

The significant effect of loneliness also aligns with research documenting its role in death anxiety,
meaning in life, and vulnerability to relational breakdowns (Cakar, 2020; Guner et al., 2021). These findings
highlight that loneliness is not merely an emotional state but a relational deficit that erodes intimacy and
predisposes individuals to seek external validation. In the context of infidelity, loneliness exacerbates
cognitive distortions fueled by maladaptive schemas, thereby creating fertile ground for negative attitudes
toward fidelity.

Therapeutic implications emerge from the evidence that schema therapy and related interventions
effectively reduce loneliness and relational distress. Studies confirm that schema therapy lowers
exhaustion, enhances differentiation, and improves overall relational quality in couples impacted by
infidelity (Nasirnia Samakoush & Yousefi, 2023; Ojaghloo et al., 2022). Likewise, interventions such as acceptance
and commitment therapy and dialectical behavior therapy have proven effective in reshaping maladaptive
communication patterns and improving intimacy (Badanfiroz, 2025; Yousefpouri et al., 2024). These align with
the present findings, suggesting that addressing maladaptive schemas and loneliness concurrently can
prevent the escalation of infidelity-related issues.

Moreover, the study corroborates findings on the role of forgiveness, depression, and feelings of
inferiority in the psychological aftermath of infidelity (Ebrahimi et al., 2022; Ebrahimi et al., 2023). By
emphasizing the mediating role of loneliness, this research enriches the literature by connecting these
emotional processes to cognitive vulnerabilities. Importantly, it complements evidence on dark personality
traits and attachment styles as predictors of infidelity, demonstrating that loneliness remains a critical
explanatory factor across diverse frameworks (Salehzadeh et al., 2024; Taheri et al., 2024).

In conclusion, this study contributes to the literature by confirming the mediating role of loneliness
in the relationship between early maladaptive schemas and attitudes toward marital infidelity. The findings
emphasize the need for integrated therapeutic approaches targeting both cognitive schemas and emotional
deficits. Practically, these results underscore the importance of early detection and intervention for



maladaptive schemas and loneliness in couples’ therapy, thereby fostering relational resilience and
reducing susceptibility to infidelity.
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