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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of schema therapy and cognitive-
behavioral therapy inimproving ego strengthand reducing worry among women with
generalized anxiety disorder. This applied study used a quasi-experimental pretest—
posttest design with a two-month follow-up and a control group. The statistical
population consisted of women with generalized anxiety disorder who attended the
Seraj Counseling Office in Mashhad during the first half of 2024. Forty-five eligible
participants were selected through purposive sampling and assigned to three groups
of 15: schema therapy, cognitive-behavioral therapy, and control. The diagnosis of
generalized anxiety disorder was confirmed using the Structured Clinical Interview
for Axis | Disorders. Data were collected using the Psychosocial Inventory of Ego
Strengths and the Penn State Worry Questionnaire. Repeated-measures analysis of
variance and Bonferroni post hoc comparisons were used to analyze the data.
Repeated-measures analysis of variance indicated significant effects of time, group,
and the time-by-group interaction on both ego strength and worry (p<0.001). For ego
strength, the effect sizes for time, time-by-group interaction, and group were 0.62,
0.46, and 0.31, respectively. For worry, the corresponding effect sizes were 0.66,
0.51, and 0.29. Bonferroni comparisons showed that both schema therapy and
cognitive-behavioral therapy significantly increased ego strength and reduced worry
from pretest to posttest and follow-up, whereas no significant changes were observed
in the control group. The differences between posttestand follow-up scores were not
statistically significant in either intervention group, indicating the relative stability of
the treatment effects. Comparative findings further demonstratedthat schematherapy
was more effective in enhancing ego strength, whereas cognitive-behavioral therapy
produceda greater reductionin worry. Both schematherapy and cognitive-behavioral
therapy are effective interventions for improving psychological outcomes inwomen
with generalized anxiety disorder. However, schematherapy may be preferable when
the primary therapeutic objective is strengthening ego functioning, whereas
cognitive-behavioral therapy may be more appropriate for the direct and targeted
reduction of pathological worry.

Keywords: Schema therapy, cognitive-behavioral therapy, ego strength, worry,
generalized anxiety disorder.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Generalized anxiety disorder is a chronic and disabling psychological disorder characterized by excessive,
persistent, and difficult-to-control worry about multiple areas of daily life. Individuals with this disorder
commonly experience apprehensive expectations concerning health, work, family relationships, financial
matters, and future events, even when no immediate threat is present. This persistent cognitive preoccupation
is frequently accompanied by restlessness, irritability, muscle tension, fatigue, sleep disturbance, and difficulty
concentrating. The pervasive nature of these symptoms can substantially impair occupational, interpersonal,
and social functioning. Neuropsychological evidence further suggests that generalized anxiety disorder is
associated with abnormalities in structural and functional connectivity between brain regions involved in
emotional regulation, threat detection, and cognitive control, indicating that the disorder involves complex
interactions between cognitive, emotional, and neurobiological processes (Wang et al., 2019).

Pathological worry is regarded as the central defining feature of generalized anxiety disorder. It is commonly
described as a repetitive, predominantly verbal, future-oriented, and negatively valenced cognitive process
through which individuals attempt to anticipate, prevent, or control uncertain outcomes. Although worry may
initially be perceived as a useful strategy for problem prevention, chronic worry often increases emotional
distress, reduces effective problem-solving, and reinforces avoidance of direct emotional experiences.
Cognitive models propose that worry is maintained by catastrophic interpretations, exaggerated threat
estimation, positive beliefs about the usefulness of worrying, negative beliefs regarding its uncontrollability,
and low tolerance for uncertainty. Consequently, treatment approaches specifically developed for generalized
anxiety disorder emphasize the identification of hypothetical and realistic worries, cognitive restructuring,
problem-solving, exposure to feared thoughts, and the development of greater tolerance for uncertainty (Leahy
et al., 2011).

Emotion regulation difficulties also play a central role in the development and persistence of generalized
anxiety disorder. Individuals with this disorder often perceive negative emotions as intense, threatening,
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confusing, and difficult to manage. Worry may therefore function as a form of cognitive avoidance that enables
the individual to distance herself from the direct experience of fear, sadness, anger, or vulnerability. Emotion
regulation models suggest that poor emotional awareness, negative beliefs about emotional experiences, and
reliance on maladaptive regulation strategies contribute to chronic anxiety and worry. Interventions that
increase emotional awareness, acceptance, and adaptive regulation may therefore reduce the severity of
generalized anxiety symptoms (Mennin & Fresco, 2014).

Another major mechanism associated with generalized anxiety disorder is intolerance of uncertainty.
Individuals with high intolerance of uncertainty tend to interpret ambiguous situations as unacceptable,
threatening, and requiring immediate resolution. This tendency encourages repeated checking, reassurance-
seeking, avoidance, and prolonged worry. Recent research has highlighted the interaction between intolerance
of uncertainty and early maladaptive schemas, suggesting that deeply rooted beliefs concerning vulnerability,
incompetence, insecurity, and lack of control may intensify reactions to uncertain situations (Riley et al.,
2026). Comparative evidence also indicates that emotional schema therapy and mindfulness-based cognitive
therapy can improve cognitive emotion regulation, psychological flexibility, and tolerance of uncertainty in
individuals with generalized anxiety disorder (Ghanizadeh Balderlou et al., 2025).

Ego strength is another important psychological construct relevant to generalized anxiety disorder. It refers to
an individual’s capacity to maintain psychological integration, tolerate frustration, regulate impulses, evaluate
reality accurately, manage internal conflicts, and use personal resources effectively under stressful conditions.
Individuals with greater ego strength are generally better able to tolerate emotional discomfort and respond
flexibly to challenging circumstances. In contrast, reduced ego strength may be associated with helplessness,
emotional instability, dependency, avoidance, and difficulty preserving psychological balance. Evidence
suggests that ego strength may mediate the relationship between maladaptive personality characteristics and
psychological symptoms, thereby functioning as a protective factor against emotional disturbance (Besharat
et al., 2017).

Increasing ego strength may therefore represent an important therapeutic objective in addition to reducing the
overt symptoms of anxiety. Interventions that improve psychological coherence, emotional tolerance, self-
confidence, and adaptive coping may produce more stable changes than approaches that focus solely on
symptom reduction. Previous findings have shown that combining cognitive-behavioral therapy with short-
term psychodynamic therapy can increase ego strength and reduce generalized anxiety symptoms (Orvati Aziz,
2021). Cognitive-behavioral therapy has also been associated with improvements in self-concept clarity and
self-esteem and with reductions in anxiety, stress, and depressive symptoms in other clinical populations
(Rajabi & Alimardani, 2018).

Cognitive-behavioral therapy is one of the most widely used evidence-based treatments for generalized anxiety
disorder. It is based on the assumption that maladaptive interpretations, dysfunctional beliefs, avoidance
behaviors, and ineffective coping strategies maintain anxiety and worry. Through cognitive restructuring,
behavioral experiments, problem-solving, exposure, relaxation, and homework assignments, patients learn to
identify and modify catastrophic thinking and reduce avoidance. Cognitive-behavioral interventions
specifically focused on intolerance of uncertainty have been shown to reduce worry and anxiety in women
experiencing severe anxiety symptoms (Lashgari et al., 2021). Group cognitive-behavioral therapy has also
improved cognitive and emotional mediators of generalized anxiety disorder (Momeni et al., 2017). In
addition, cognitive-behavioral interventions focused on intolerance of uncertainty have reduced cognitive
avoidance, thought-action fusion, and referential thinking in patients with generalized anxiety disorder (Veisi
et al., 2026). Cognitive-behavioral therapy has also been associated with increased cognitive flexibility in
adolescents with generalized anxiety disorder (Razaei & Pourmohammad Ghouchani, 2025), as well as
improved psychological resilience and social adaptation in patients coping with serious physical illness (Gao




Jolesleds ‘AT 0993

etal., 2023). Related metacognitive interventions have reduced cognitive-attentional syndrome and increased
self-coherence in individuals with anxiety (Babakhanzadeh et al., 2019).

Despite its effectiveness, cognitive-behavioral therapy may be less focused on deeply rooted personality
structures and longstanding emotional patterns. Schema therapy was developed partly to address such
limitations by targeting early maladaptive schemas, dysfunctional coping styles, and schema modes. Early
maladaptive schemas are broad cognitive-emotional patterns that typically develop when basic emotional
needs are not adequately met during childhood. In generalized anxiety disorder, schemas involving
vulnerability to harm, dependence, incompetence, mistrust, defectiveness, and unrelenting standards may
intensify threat perception and chronic worry. Schema therapy uses cognitive, experiential, behavioral, and
relational techniques to weaken maladaptive schemas and strengthen adaptive functioning.

A central concept in schema therapy is the Healthy Adult mode, which represents the individual’s capacity for
self-care, realistic judgment, emotional regulation, boundary-setting, and adaptive decision-making. The
Healthy Adult mode is conceptually related to ego strength because both constructs involve psychological
integration, emotional control, and the ability to respond flexibly under pressure (Salicru, 2023). Schema
therapy has demonstrated beneficial effects on alexithymia and interpersonal conflict (Rostaei Alishah &
Mostafaei, 2023), anxiety symptoms and intolerance of uncertainty (Mokhaddam et al., 2024), self-focused
attention and fear of negative evaluation (Jalili & Aleyasin, 2025), rejection sensitivity (Deyani &
Ghoushchian Choubmasjedi, 2025), and alexithymia in women with generalized anxiety disorder (Malekdar
et al., 2025). Schema therapy has also improved anxiety, depression, fatigue, quality of life, and sleep in
patients with chronic medical conditions (Mansourzadeh et al., 2024).

Although both schema therapy and cognitive-behavioral therapy have shown favorable outcomes, direct
comparisons regarding ego strength and worry remain limited. Cognitive-behavioral therapy may be
particularly effective for reducing worry because it directly targets current cognitive processes, catastrophic
predictions, and intolerance of uncertainty. Schema therapy may have a stronger influence on ego strength
because it modifies deeply rooted schemas, maladaptive coping patterns, and modes of self-functioning.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of schema therapy and cognitive-behavioral
therapy on ego strength and worry in women with generalized anxiety disorder.

Methods and Materials

The study employed an applied, quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up
assessments and a control group. The statistical population consisted of all women with generalized anxiety
disorder who attended the Seraj Counseling Office in Mashhad during the first half of 2024. Seventy women
were initially screened, and 45 eligible participants were selected through purposive sampling. Participants
were assigned to three groups of 15: schema therapy, cognitive-behavioral therapy, and control. Eligibility
criteria included being between 20 and 40 years of age, having at least lower-secondary education, receiving
a confirmed diagnosis of generalized anxiety disorder from a clinical psychologist or psychiatrist, completing
informed consent, and not receiving concurrent individual psychological treatment. Participants were excluded
if they missed more than two intervention sessions or withdrew from continued participation.

Diagnosis was confirmed using the Structured Clinical Interview for Axis | Disorders. Ego strength was
assessed using the Psychosocial Inventory of Ego Strengths, a 32-item measure assessing hope, will, purpose,
competence, fidelity, love, care, and wisdom. Worry was assessed using the 16-item Penn State Worry
Questionnaire, which measures the severity, generality, and uncontrollability of pathological worry.
Assessments were conducted before the intervention, immediately after the intervention, and two months later.
The schema therapy protocol focused on identifying early maladaptive schemas, dysfunctional coping styles,
and schema modes associated with generalized anxiety. Cognitive, experiential, behavioral, and relational
techniques were used to modify schemas related to vulnerability, dependence, incompetence, mistrust, and
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rigid standards. The intervention also emphasized strengthening the Healthy Adult mode, emotional awareness,
self-care, adaptive decision-making, and more effective responses to anxiety-provoking situations.

The cognitive-behavioral therapy protocol focused on psychoeducation, identification of automatic thoughts,
cognitive restructuring, realistic threat estimation, problem-solving, exposure to worry-related thoughts and
situations, reduction of avoidance, and improvement of tolerance of uncertainty. Homework assignments were
used to generalize therapeutic skills to daily life. The control group did not receive either of the study
interventions during the research period.

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, repeated-measures analysis of variance, and Bonferroni post
hoc comparisons. Normality, homogeneity of variance, and sphericity assumptions were examined before
inferential analysis. Effect sizes were reported using eta squared, and the significance level was set at 0.05.
Findings

The descriptive results showed that the three groups had relatively similar mean scores at pretest. Ego strength
increased in both intervention groups following treatment, whereas worry decreased. These changes were
largely maintained at the two-month follow-up. The control group showed no substantial changes across the
three assessment stages.

For ego strength, the mean score in the cognitive-behavioral therapy group increased from 78.4 at pretest to
94.6 at posttest and remained at 92.8 during follow-up. In the schema therapy group, the mean increased from
77.9 at pretest to 99.8 at posttest and remained at 98.1 during follow-up. The control group changed only
slightly from 78.1 at pretest to 79.0 at posttest and 78.3 at follow-up.

For worry, the cognitive-behavioral therapy group decreased from a mean of 61.8 at pretest to 43.9 at posttest
and 45.1 at follow-up. The schema therapy group decreased from 62.1 at pretest to 47.2 at posttest and 48.0 at
follow-up. The control group showed only minor changes, from 61.5 at pretest to 60.2 at posttest and 59.7 at
follow-up.

Repeated-measures analysis of variance demonstrated a significant effect of time on ego strength, F=68.47,
p=0.0001, n?=0.62. The time-by-group interaction was also significant, F=17.92, p=0.0001, 1?>=0.46, as was
the main effect of group, F=9.38, p=0.0001, n>=0.31. For worry, the effect of time was significant, F=79.14,
p=0.0001, 1>=0.66. The time-by-group interaction was significant, F=21.44, p=0.0001, n?>=0.51, and the group
effect was also significant, F=8.62, p=0.001, n*=0.29.

Bonferroni comparisons showed that ego strength increased significantly from pretest to posttest and from
pretest to follow-up in both intervention groups. The increase was greater in the schema therapy group.
Differences between posttest and follow-up were not significant, indicating maintenance of treatment effects.
Worry decreased significantly from pretest to posttest and from pretest to follow-up in both intervention
groups, with a greater reduction in the cognitive-behavioral therapy group. No significant posttest-to-follow-
up differences were observed. None of the pairwise comparisons in the control group were significant.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that both schema therapy and cognitive-behavioral therapy were effective in
increasing ego strength and reducing worry in women with generalized anxiety disorder. However, the two
interventions produced different patterns of superiority. Schema therapy was more effective in strengthening
ego functioning, whereas cognitive-behavioral therapy produced a larger reduction in pathological worry.
The stronger effect of schema therapy on ego strength may be explained by its focus on deeply rooted
personality structures. Ego strength represents a broad capacity for emotional regulation, reality testing,
frustration tolerance, psychological coherence, and adaptive coping. Schema therapy directly addresses
maladaptive beliefs about the self, others, and the world that may undermine these capacities. By identifying
vulnerability, incompetence, dependency, and defectiveness schemas and replacing maladaptive coping modes
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with healthier responses, the intervention may strengthen the individual’s sense of competence, internal
stability, and emotional integration.

Experiential techniques may also have contributed to this effect. Imagery rescripting, chair dialogues, and
corrective emotional experiences allow patients to process unmet emotional needs and revise deeply
internalized patterns. Strengthening the Healthy Adult mode may enable individuals to manage vulnerable,
punitive, or avoidant parts of the self more effectively. These processes are closely related to the development
of ego strength and may explain why schema therapy produced larger improvements in this outcome.

The greater effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral therapy in reducing worry can be attributed to its direct focus
on the cognitive mechanisms of generalized anxiety disorder. Worry is maintained by catastrophic prediction,
overestimation of threat, intolerance of uncertainty, avoidance, and beliefs that worry is useful or
uncontrollable. Cognitive-behavioral therapy directly targets these processes through cognitive restructuring,
behavioral experiments, exposure, problem-solving, and uncertainty training. As a result, participants may
have learned to identify worry triggers, challenge unrealistic predictions, and reduce repetitive engagement
with threat-related thoughts.

The findings also suggest that pathological worry may respond more rapidly to interventions focused oncurrent
cognitive processing, whereas ego strength may be more sensitive to interventions addressing deeper emotional
and personality patterns. This distinction does not imply that one therapy is generally superior to the other.
Rather, each treatment appears to be particularly effective for outcomes that closely correspond to its
theoretical mechanisms.

The maintenance of treatment effects at follow-up is clinically important because generalized anxiety disorder
is often chronic and recurrent. The absence of significant differences between posttest and follow-up indicates
that participants retained the benefits of both interventions. In cognitive-behavioral therapy, continued use of
cognitive restructuring, exposure, and problem-solving skills may have supported maintenance. In schema
therapy, increased awareness of schemas and modes, combined with strengthening of the Healthy Adult mode,
may have helped participants sustain adaptive emotional and behavioral responses.

Overall, both treatments can be considered effective interventions for women with generalized anxiety
disorder. Schema therapy may be particularly appropriate for patients whose difficulties involve longstanding
maladaptive schemas, emotional wvulnerability, low psychological integration, or weak ego functioning.
Cognitive-behavioral therapy may be preferable when the primary clinical concern is excessive and
uncontrollable worry, catastrophic thinking, or intolerance ofuncertainty. Treatment selection should therefore
be guided by individual case formulation, the depth and duration of the patient’s difficulties, and the main
therapeutic objective. An integrative or sequential approach combining symptom-focused cognitive-behavioral
techniques with schema-focused work may also be valuable for patients presenting with both severe worry and
deeply rooted personality-related vulnerabilities.
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