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Abstract

The present study aimed to explain the role of schema modes in predicting marital
instability through the mediating role of experiential avoidance among women
with early marriage. This study employed a descriptive-correlational design using
structural equation modeling (SEM). The statistical population included all
women with early marriage living in Shiraz during 2025-2026. A total of 200
participants were selected through convenience sampling. Research instruments
included the Marital Instability Index developed by Booth et al., the Schema
Mode Inventory developed by Lobbestael et al., and the Acceptance and Action
Questionnaire-1l developed by Bond et al. Data were analyzed using SPSS
version 27 and Amos software. Path analysis and bootstrapping procedures were
used to test the proposed model. The findings indicated that experiential
avoidance had a significant positive relationship with marital instability (p<0.01,
r=0.73). In addition, child modes (f=0.30), parent modes (p=0.17), maladaptive
coping modes (f=0.14), and integrated healthy modes (=0.24) significantly
predicted experiential avoidance (p<0.01). Structural model results demonstrated
that experiential avoidance significantly mediated the relationship between child
modes and marital instability ($=0.197), parent modes and marital instability
(B=0.108), maladaptive coping modes and marital instability (}=0.089), as well
as integrated healthy modes and marital instability (=0.160). The model fit
indices confirmed a satisfactory model fit (RMSEA=0.03, CMIN/DF=1.35,
CFI1=0.99). The results demonstrated that schema modes could increase marital
instability among women with early marriage through heightened experiential
avoidance. Therefore, therapeutic interventions focusing simultaneously on
modifying maladaptive schema modes and reducing experiential avoidance may
improve marital stability and relationship quality in this population.

Keywords: Schema modes, marital instability, experiential avoidance, early
marriage, married women
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marriage is considered one of the most important interpersonal and social institutions that significantly
influences psychological well-being, emotional stability, and quality of life. The stability of marital
relationships is closely associated with emotional intimacy, effective communication, psychological
adjustment, and long-term commitment between spouses. In contrast, marital instability refers to a condition
characterized by chronic interpersonal conflict, emotional disengagement, reduced commitment, thoughts of
separation, and vulnerability to relationship dissolution. Researchers have increasingly emphasized the role of
cognitive-emotional structures and maladaptive psychological processes in predicting the quality and
durability of intimate relationships (O. Hicks et al., 2026; T. Hicks et al., 2026). In this context, women with
early marriage represent a particularly vulnerable group because entering marital life during adolescence may
interfere with emotional maturation, identity formation, and psychological development. Early marriage often
occurs before individuals have achieved emotional independence, stable self-concept, and adequate
interpersonal coping skills, thereby increasing vulnerability to marital maladjustment and instability (Nohoor
& Za, 2025; Noor & Za, 2025). Furthermore, socioeconomic and developmental transitions associated with
age at marriage may significantly affect family functioning and relationship quality (Liu et al., 2025).
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One of the most influential frameworks for understanding maladaptive interpersonal functioning is schema
therapy. According to Young’s schema theory, early maladaptive schemas emerge during childhood as a result
of unmet emotional needs and dysfunctional interactions with caregivers and significant others (Young, 2003).
When activated in adulthood, these schemas manifest as schema modes, which are temporary emotional-
cognitive states influencing perception, emotion regulation, and interpersonal behavior. Schema modes include
vulnerable child, angry child, punitive parent, demanding parent, avoidant coping, and healthy adult modes.
These modes shape how individuals interpret relational experiences and respond to emotional challenges
within intimate relationships (Lobbestael et al., 2010). Previous studies have demonstrated that maladaptive
schema modes are associated with lower relationship satisfaction, increased emotional conflict, dysfunctional
communication patterns, and romantic instability (B. Gultekin & M. Akyunus, 2022; B. F. Gultekin & M.
Akyunus, 2022). Research has further shown that maladaptive cognitive-emotional structures significantly
contribute to relational distress and marital dissatisfaction (Nadar et al., 2024; Nader et al., 2024).

In addition, maladaptive schema modes have been linked to emotional divorce, marital infidelity, and
dysfunctional interpersonal patterns among women in distressed relationships (Lalzadeh et al., 2015; Shoa
Kazemi et al., 2025). Women exposed to intimate partner violence have also demonstrated significantly higher
levels of maladaptive schemas related to mistrust, emotional deprivation, shame, and dependency (Piai et al.,
2025). These findings suggest that maladaptive schemas and schema modes may represent important
psychological vulnerabilities contributing to marital instability. Recent evidence has also shown that schema-
related beliefs about self and partner predict depressive severity, conflict escalation, and romantic instability
in couples (O. Hicks et al., 2026; T. Hicks et al., 2026).

Another important variable associated with relationship functioning is experiential avoidance. Experiential
avoidance refers to an individual’s tendency to suppress, avoid, or control unwanted internal experiences such
as distressing thoughts, emotions, and memories, even when such avoidance leads to negative long-term
consequences (Bond et al., 2011). Individuals with high experiential avoidance often avoid emotional
confrontation, suppress emotional expression, and withdraw from emotionally challenging interactions. In
marital relationships, experiential avoidance may manifest through emotional disengagement, avoidance of
communication, denial of relational problems, and inability to resolve conflicts constructively. Studies have
shown that experiential avoidance is negatively associated with marital satisfaction and emotional
communication in couples (B. Zhang & C. Fan, 2025). Higher marital satisfaction has also been associated
with lower experiential avoidance and greater psychological flexibility among spouses (Y. Zhang & X. Fan,
2025). Therefore, experiential avoidance may represent an important mechanism through which maladaptive
schema modes contribute to marital instability.

Although previous studies have separately examined schema modes, experiential avoidance, and relationship
functioning, limited research has investigated the structural relationships among these variables in women with
early marriage. Considering the developmental and emotional vulnerabilities associated with early marriage,
examining the mediating role of experiential avoidance in the relationship between schema modes and marital
instability may provide a more comprehensive understanding of cognitive-emotional processes underlying
relational dysfunction. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the structural model of marital
instability based on schema modes with the mediating role of experiential avoidance among women with early
marriage.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling (SEM). The
statistical population consisted of all women with early marriage, defined as marriage before the age of 18
years, living in Shiraz during 2025-2026. Participants were selected through convenience sampling from five
active family counseling centers located in different districts of Shiraz. From each counseling center, 40
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eligible women were recruited, resulting in a final sample of 200 participants. Inclusion criteria included at
least three years of marital life, informed consent for participation, and absence of severe psychiatric disorders.
Three standardized instruments were used for data collection. Marital instability was measured using the
Marital Instability Index developed by Booth et al. The questionnaire assesses dimensions such as thoughts of
separation, tendency toward divorce-related actions, and seeking alternative relationships. Schema modes were
assessed using the Schema Mode Inventory developed by Lobbestael et al., which evaluates maladaptive child
modes, maladaptive parent modes, maladaptive coping modes, and integrated healthy modes. Experiential
avoidance was measured using the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-I1 developed by Bond et al. Higher
scores on the scales indicated greater levels of marital instability, maladaptive schema modes, and experiential
avoidance.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 27 and Amos software. Descriptive statistics including means and
standard deviations were calculated. Pearson correlation coefficients were used to examine relationships
among variables. Structural equation modeling and path analysis were conducted to evaluate the proposed
mediation model. Bootstrapping procedures with 2000 samples and 99% confidence intervals were used to
examine indirect effects and mediation pathways. Several goodness-of-fit indices, including RMSEA, CFl,
NFI, IFI, GFI, and AGFI, were used to evaluate model fit.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that participants demonstrated moderate to high levels of maladaptive schema
modes, experiential avoidance, and marital instability. Correlation analyses revealed significant positive
relationships between experiential avoidance and marital instability. Child schema modes, maladaptive coping
modes, parent modes, and integrated healthy modes were all significantly associated with experiential
avoidance and marital instability.

Structural equation modeling demonstrated that the proposed model had satisfactory fit indices. The final
model showed acceptable goodness-of-fit values, including RMSEA=0.03, CFI=0.99, IFI=0.99, AGFI1=0.97,
and CMIN/DF=1.35, indicating that the structural model adequately represented the observed data.

Path analysis results demonstrated that child modes significantly predicted experiential avoidance and marital
instability. Parent modes also significantly predicted experiential avoidance, while maladaptive coping modes
positively predicted experiential avoidance. Integrated healthy modes were significantly associated with both
experiential avoidance and marital instability. Experiential avoidance showed a strong positive direct effect on
marital instability.

Bootstrapping analysis confirmed the mediating role of experiential avoidance in the relationship between
schema modes and marital instability. Specifically, experiential avoidance significantly mediated the
relationship between maladaptive coping modes and marital instability, child modes and marital instability,
parent modes and marital instability, and integrated healthy modes and marital instability. The proposed
structural model explained a substantial proportion of variance in both experiential avoidance and marital
instability.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that schema modes and experiential avoidance play significant
roles in explaining marital instability among women with early marriage. Women with stronger maladaptive
schema modes experienced higher levels of experiential avoidance and greater marital instability. These
findings suggest that maladaptive cognitive-emotional structures developed during childhood may
significantly influence marital functioning and emotional adjustment in adulthood.

Child modes such as the vulnerable child and angry child appear to increase emotional sensitivity and
emotional dysregulation in intimate relationships. When activated in marital interactions, these modes may
intensify feelings of rejection, insecurity, anger, and emotional dependency. In response to these distressing
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emotions, individuals may rely on experiential avoidance strategies such as emotional withdrawal, suppression
of feelings, and avoidance of communication. Although these strategies may temporarily reduce emotional
discomfort, they ultimately contribute to unresolved conflict, emotional distance, and relational dissatisfaction.
Similarly, maladaptive parent modes characterized by excessive self-criticism and rigid standards may increase
emotional distress and reduce effective emotional communication between spouses. Individuals dominated by
punitive or demanding parent modes may struggle with emotional openness and vulnerability in relationships,
thereby increasing interpersonal tension and relational instability.

The mediating role of experiential avoidance represents one of the most important findings of the present study.
The results indicate that maladaptive schema modes do not influence marital instability solely through direct
pathways; rather, their effects are partially transmitted through dysfunctional emotional regulation processes.
Experiential avoidance appears to function as a maladaptive coping mechanism that prevents constructive
emotional processing and effective communication in intimate relationships. Consequently, unresolved
emotional distress accumulates over time and contributes to chronic marital conflict and instability.

Women with early marriage may be particularly vulnerable to these processes due to incomplete emotional
development, limited psychological autonomy, and insufficient interpersonal coping skills. Early entry into
marital roles may intensify emotional dependency and increase susceptibility to maladaptive schemas and
avoidance-based coping patterns. Therefore, addressing schema-related vulnerabilities and emotional
avoidance processes may be essential for improving marital stability in this population.

Overall, the findings highlight the importance of cognitive-emotional processes in marital functioning and
emphasize the need for therapeutic interventions targeting maladaptive schema modes and experiential
avoidance. Interventions based on schema therapy and acceptance-based approaches may help individuals
develop healthier emotional regulation strategies, improve communication skills, and enhance relationship
stability. The findings also contribute to the growing literature on early marriage and provide valuable
implications for counseling and psychological interventions aimed at promoting marital adjustment and
emotional well-being among women with early marriage.
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