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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of schema therapy on health anxiety, attitude
toward life, and family processes in women with symptoms of social anxiety referred to
psychiatric and psychological centers in Yazd. This applied study used a quasi-experimental
pretest—posttest design with a control group. The statistical population included women aged
25 to 40 years who referred to psychiatric and psychological centers in Yazd and showed
symptoms of social anxiety during the first three months of 2023. Thirty participants were
selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental group and
a control group, with 15 participants in each group. The experimental group received schema
therapy in ten 90-minute sessions, while the control group received no intervention. Data were
collected using the Health Anxiety Inventory, the Life Regard Index, the Family Process Scale,
and the Social Anxiety Questionnaire. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 22
through multivariate analysis of covariance and univariate analysis of covariance. The results
of multivariate analysis of covariance showed that, after controlling for pretest scores, there
were significant differences between the experimental and control groups in health anxiety,
attitude toward life, and family processes. The group effect was significant for health anxiety
(F=10.379, p=0.003), attitude toward life (F=7.625, p=0.011), and family processes (F=9.845,
p=0.004). The results of univariate covariance analyses also indicated that schema therapy
significantly reduced health anxiety and significantly increased attitude toward life and family
processes in the experimental group compared with the control group. The effect sizes for
health anxiety, attitude toward life, and family processes were 0.610, 0.592, and 0.604,
respectively. The findings indicate that schema therapy can be considered an effective
intervention for reducing health anxiety and improving attitude toward life and family
processes in women with symptoms of social anxiety. By targeting early maladaptive schemas,
dysfunctional coping styles, and unhealthy emotional and interpersonal patterns, schema
therapy appears to have substantial potential for enhancing psychological and family
functioning in this population.

Keywords: Schema therapy, health anxiety, attitude toward life, family processes, social
anxiety, women
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Social anxiety disorder is one of the most clinically significant anxiety disorders, characterized by persistent
fear of negative evaluation, avoidance of interpersonal or performance situations, and heightened sensitivity
to social judgment. Individuals with symptoms of social anxiety often experience intense worry before, during,
and after social interactions, and these concerns may disrupt occupational, relational, emotional, and family
functioning. The disorder is not limited to overt behavioral avoidance; rather, it is closely associated with
maladaptive cognitive patterns, dysfunctional emotional processing, low self-confidence, and persistent fear
of exposure, criticism, or humiliation (Ganji, 2016, 2018; Rasouli et al., 2022). Recent studies have
increasingly emphasized the role of early maladaptive schemas in the development and maintenance of social
anxiety. These schemas, which are rooted in unmet emotional needs and early interpersonal experiences, shape
individuals’ interpretations of themselves, others, bodily sensations, and social situations. Empirical findings
have shown that early maladaptive schemas can predict social anxiety and may operate through related
mechanisms such as insecure attachment, anxiety sensitivity, perfectionism, and maladaptive coping strategies
(Beygi Harchagani et al., 2022; Cudo et al., 2024; Jamshidi et al., 2024; Nadri et al., 2023).

Health anxiety is one of the important psychological problems that may accompany social anxiety. People with
social anxiety may interpret physiological arousal, such as palpitation, sweating, trembling, facial blushing, or
shortness of breath, as threatening signs of illness or as visible indicators of weakness and embarrassment.
This interpretation may lead to excessive monitoring of bodily sensations, catastrophic misinterpretation of
symptoms, and reassurance-seeking behaviors. Health anxiety is associated with psychological distress,
reduced quality of life, and unnecessary health-related concerns, especially under stressful conditions or among
individuals exposed to illness-related threats (Abdelghani et al., 2021; Ansarifar, 2019; Hosseini, 2018;
Mousavi et al., 2022; Tyrer et al., 2015). In addition, women with symptoms of social anxiety may experience
a more negative attitude toward life due to avoidance, perceived inadequacy, shame, lack of social success,
and reduced experience of meaning and purpose. Meaning in life and positive life orientation are important
psychological resources that support adjustment, resilience, and well-being (Doroudian et al., 2018; Haghi et
al., 2018; Kiang et al., 2017; Seiri Partovi & Kavousian, 2017).

Family processes are also relevant in understanding the broader consequences of social anxiety.
Communication skills, problem-solving, cohesion, flexibility, coping patterns, and emotional expression are
central components of healthy family functioning. According to the family process and content model,
psychological well-being is influenced not only by family resources but also by the quality of family
interactions and relational processes (Samani, 2016). Schema therapy is an integrative and depth-oriented
therapeutic approach that targets early maladaptive schemas, schema modes, and dysfunctional coping styles
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through cognitive, experiential, behavioral, and interpersonal techniques. Evidence has supported the
effectiveness of schema therapy and schema-based interventions in social anxiety, chronic anxiety, health
anxiety, emotional schemas, depression, resilience, psychological distress, and interpersonal functioning
(Abbasi Farhadlou, 2020; Alizade Moghaddam et al., 2024; Balje et al., 2024; Morvaridi et al., 2018;
Mousavi et al., 2024; Nekookerdaran & Izadi, 2021; Peeters et al.,, 2021; Salehi Kamroudi &
Shourzandsorkhi, 2020; Seif Hosseini et al., 2019; Stefan et al., 2023; Videler et al., 2020; Young et al.,
2017). Other psychological approaches, including mindfulness-based, acceptance-based, cognitive-behavioral,
reality-based, and technology-assisted interventions, have also been applied to anxiety-related problems;
however, schema therapy may be especially suitable when symptoms are rooted in stable maladaptive patterns
and interpersonal vulnerabilities (Hur et al., 2021; Lojk, 2018; Riley et al., 2019; Shafiabadi, 2016).
Therefore, the present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of schema therapy on health anxiety, attitude
toward life, and family processes in women with symptoms of social anxiety referred to psychiatric and
psychological centers in Yazd.

Methods and Materials

This applied study used a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The statistical
population included all women aged 25 to 40 years who referred to psychiatric and psychological centers in
Yazd with symptoms of social anxiety during the first three months of 2023. From this population, 30 eligible
participants were selected through convenience sampling and were then randomly assigned to an experimental
group and a control group, with 15 participants in each group. The independent variable was schema therapy,
and the dependent variables were health anxiety, attitude toward life, and family processes. The inclusion
criteria were willingness to participate in the study, informed consent, age between 25 and 40 years, symptoms
of social anxiety, no simultaneous participation in other psychotherapy programs, no psychiatric medication
use, and no substance dependence. The exclusion criteria were failure to complete the posttest questionnaires
and absence from more than one treatment session.

Data were collected using the short form of the Health Anxiety Inventory, the Life Regard Index, the Family
Process Scale, and the Social Anxiety Questionnaire. The Health Anxiety Inventory included 18 items and
assessed general health concern, illness likelihood, and consequences of illness. The Life Regard Index
assessed attitude toward life and personal meaning through two dimensions, namely framework and
fulfillment. The Family Process Scale assessed family process components, including communication skills,
coping skills, decision-making and problem-solving skills, cohesion and flexibility, and religious beliefs. The
Social Anxiety Questionnaire was used to assess symptoms of social anxiety and to identify eligible
participants. The experimental group received schema therapy in ten 90-minute sessions, whereas the control
group received no psychological intervention during the study period. Both groups completed the pretest before
the intervention and the posttest after the intervention.

The schema therapy protocol included introduction to the treatment, development of therapeutic motivation,
explanation of group rules, psychoeducation about schema therapy and early maladaptive schemas,
identification of schema domains and schema functions, introduction to maladaptive coping styles and schema
modes, assessment of schemas, provision of feedback, experiential techniques such as imagery, dialogue
between the healthy side and schema-driven side, schema recording, letter writing, limited reparenting through
imagery, identification of target behaviors, behavioral pattern-breaking, role playing, mental rehearsal of
healthy behaviors, and review of previous sessions. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, including
mean and standard deviation, and inferential statistics. Before hypothesis testing, statistical assumptions were
examined using the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test for normality, Levene’s test for homogeneity of variances, and
the test of homogeneity of regression slopes. After confirmation of the assumptions, multivariate analysis of
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covariance and univariate analysis of covariance were conducted using SPSS version 22. The significance
level was set at 0.05.

Findings

The descriptive findings showed that the mean score of health anxiety in the control group decreased slightly
from 34.33 in the pretest to 33.20 in the posttest, whereas the mean score in the experimental group decreased
from 34.67 in the pretest to 26.80 in the posttest. This pattern indicated a marked reduction in health anxiety
among participants who received schema therapy. For attitude toward life, the control group showed a slight
increase from 38.20 in the pretest to 39.87 in the posttest, while the experimental group showed a more
substantial increase from 37.80 in the pretest to 44.80 in the posttest. For family processes, the mean score of
the control group increased from 89.20 in the pretest to 93.00 in the posttest, whereas the mean score of the
experimental group increased from 89.47 in the pretest to 119.86 in the posttest. These descriptive results
suggested that schema therapy was associated with reduced health anxiety and improved attitude toward life
and family processes.

The results of the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test indicated that the distributions of the research variables were
normal in both the pretest and posttest stages. Levene’s test showed that the assumption of homogeneity of
variances was met for the variables. The interaction between pretest scores and group membership was not
statistically significant, confirming the homogeneity of regression slopes. Therefore, the assumptions required
for covariance analysis were satisfied.

The results of multivariate analysis of covariance showed that, after controlling for pretest scores, the group
effect was significant for all three dependent variables. The intervention had a significant effect on health
anxiety, F=10.379, p=0.003; attitude toward life, F=7.625, p=0.011; and family processes, F=9.845, p=0.004.
The results of univariate covariance analyses also confirmed that schema therapy significantly reduced health
anxiety and significantly increased attitude toward life and family processes in the experimental group
compared with the control group. The reported effect sizes indicated that 61.0% of the variance in health
anxiety, 59.2% of the variance in attitude toward life, and 60.4% of the variance in family processes could be
attributed to the schema therapy intervention. Overall, the findings supported the effectiveness of schema
therapy on all three study outcomes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that schema therapy was effective in reducing health anxiety
among women with symptoms of social anxiety. This result can be explained by the fact that health anxiety is
often maintained by catastrophic interpretation of bodily sensations, excessive monitoring of physical
symptoms, and dysfunctional beliefs about illness and vulnerability. Schema therapy helps individuals identify
the deeper emotional and cognitive patterns that intensify these interpretations. Through cognitive
restructuring, experiential techniques, imagery work, and behavioral pattern-breaking, participants were likely
able to understand the schema-driven nature of their health-related fears and respond to bodily sensations in a
more adaptive way. As a result, the reduction in health anxiety can be understood as the outcome of modifying
maladaptive schemas related to vulnerability, defectiveness, dependence, emotional inhibition, and fear of
harm.

The study also showed that schema therapy improved attitude toward life. Women with symptoms of social
anxiety may experience life through a framework of shame, avoidance, failure expectations, and fear of
rejection. These patterns may reduce meaning, hope, and positive engagement with life. Schema therapy
provides a therapeutic space in which clients can recognize how early maladaptive schemas influence their
current interpretation of themselves, their relationships, and their future. By strengthening the healthy adult
mode, reducing the influence of punitive or vulnerable modes, and encouraging healthier emotional and
behavioral responses, the intervention can help individuals develop a more positive and meaningful orientation
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toward life. Therefore, the improvement in attitude toward life may reflect deeper changes in self-perception,
emotional regulation, and personal agency.

The findings further indicated that schema therapy improved family processes. This result is clinically
meaningful because social anxiety is not merely an individual problem; it can affect communication, emotional
expression, problem-solving, and interpersonal closeness within the family. When individuals are dominated
by maladaptive schemas, they may avoid emotional disclosure, misinterpret family interactions, suppress their
needs, or respond defensively to perceived criticism. Schema therapy targets these interpersonal patterns by
helping clients identify schema activation in relationships and practice healthier forms of communication and
coping. Techniques such as imagery, role playing, schema dialogue, and behavioral pattern-breaking can
improve the client’s ability to express emotions, negotiate needs, and participate more constructively in family
interactions.

In conclusion, the present study provides evidence that schema therapy can be considered an effective
intervention for women with symptoms of social anxiety, particularly when social anxiety is accompanied by
health anxiety, negative attitude toward life, and impaired family processes. The intervention appears to
influence both individual and relational domains by targeting the underlying schemas and coping styles that
maintain psychological distress. These findings suggest that schema therapy may be a useful approach in
psychiatric, psychological, and counseling centers for women who present with complex anxiety-related
symptoms and interpersonal difficulties. Future clinical applications may benefit from integrating schema
therapy with structured assessment, group-based delivery, follow-up sessions, and family-sensitive therapeutic
components to enhance the durability and generalizability of treatment gains.
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