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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of short-term psychodynamic therapy
and schema therapy in reducing psychological distressamong women experiencing
emotional divorce. This applied study used a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest
design with a control group and a two-month follow-up. The statistical population
consisted of women experiencing emotional divorce who attended counseling and
psychology clinics in District 1 of Tehran during the first half of 2025. Forty-five
eligible participants were selected through purposive sampling and, after matching,
randomly assigned to three groups of 15: short-term psychodynamic therapy, schema
therapy, and control. Datawere collected using the Emotional Divorce Questionnaire
and the 10-item Kessler Psychological Distress Scale. The short-term psychodynamic
group received 15 sessions of 90 minutes, while the schema therapy group received
eight two-hour sessions; the control group remained on a waiting list. Data were
analyzed using repeated-measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post hoc tests
in SPSS version 28. The results showed significant effects of group (F = 21.46,p <
001, np? = .511), time (F = 47.26, p < .001, np?> = .529), and the time X group
interaction (F = 11.78,p < .001,np* =.359) on psychological distress. At posttest,
both short-term psychodynamic therapy (MD = -6.15, p < .001) and schema therapy
(MD =-3.57,p <.001) significantly reduced psychological distress compared with
the control group. Short-term psychodynamic therapy was also significantly more
effective than schematherapy at posttest (MD = -2.58, p = .027). At follow-up, both
interventions remained significantly superior to the control condition (p < .001),
whereas the difference between the two active treatments was not significant (MD =
-1.72,p = .186). Both short-term psychodynamic therapy and schema therapy were
effective and sustained interventions for reducing psychological distress among
women experiencingemotional divorce; however, short-term psychodynamic therapy
produced a greater immediate effect.

Keywords: Short-Term Psychodynamic Therapy; Schema Therapy; Psychological
Distress; Emotional Divorce; Women.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Emotional divorce represents a form of relational disintegration in which the formal structure of marriage
remains intact while emotional intimacy, mutual attachment, affection, constructive communication, and
psychological involvement between spouses progressively diminish. Unlike legal divorce, emotional divorce
may persist for a prolonged period because couples continue living together despite experiencing substantial
emotional distance. Such a condition can develop through chronic marital conflicts, ineffective conflict-
resolution patterns, unmet psychological and emotional needs, declining marital satisfaction, and persistent
relational burnout. Previous evidence has shown that marital burnout is associated with deficits in the
fulfillment of basic psychological needs and reduced sexual intimacy, suggesting that prolonged frustration
within intimate relationships may gradually weaken emotional connection between spouses (Daneshmandi &
Zakeri, 2021). Dysfunctional attributions and reduced marital forgiveness have similarly been associated with
marital burnout, indicating that cognitive and interpersonal processes can contribute to the deterioration of
marital relationships (Nazeran et al., 2023). Emotional divorce has also been linked to personality
characteristics and conflict-resolution styles through the mediating role of marital burnout (Sadeghkhani et
al., 2023), while sexual satisfaction may mediate the relationship between personality characteristics and
emotional divorce (Mosaddegh et al., 2023). Other contextual factors, including the quality of cyberspace
use, family boundaries, and marital satisfaction, may further contribute to emotional disengagement between
spouses (Mahdizadeh, 2020).

Women experiencing emotional divorce may be particularly wvulnerable to psychological consequences
because they remain exposed to an ongoing relationship that has lost much of its emotional and supportive
function. Emotional separation without formal dissolution of the marriage may create an ambiguous and
prolonged form of relational loss in which the individual experiences loneliness, rejection, unresolved grief,
frustration, and uncertainty while remaining within the marital structure. Romantic disruption and relational
loss have been identified as factors that can increase vulnerability to emotional disorders (Rezapour et al.,
2021). One of the clinically important consequences of such relational adversity is psychological distress, a
broad construct encompassing negative emotional states such as anxiety, depressive affect, nervousness,
hopelessness, fatigue, and reduced perceived psychological control. Psychological distress is clinically
significant because persistent distress may interact with more severe mental-health outcomes, and network
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evidence has demonstrated meaningful connections between distress-related symptoms and suicidality (Junus
& Yip, 2023). Intervention studies have also shown that psychological distress associated with relational loss
can be reduced through structured counseling approaches (Koohi & Alivandi Vafa, 2022). Consequently,
identifying effective psychotherapeutic approaches for reducing psychological distress in women experiencing
emotional divorce is of considerable clinical importance.

Short-term psychodynamic therapy is one therapeutic approach that may be particularly relevant to
psychological distress arising from chronic relational conflict. In Davanloo’s intensive short-term dynamic
framework, psychological symptoms are understood partly in relation to unresolved emotional conflicts,
anxiety, and maladaptive defenses that restrict direct access to underlying feelings (Davanloo, 1995).
Treatment therefore focuses on identifying and challenging defensive processes, increasing emotional
awareness, facilitating the direct experience of previously avoided emotions, and resolving unconscious
conflicts within an active and focused therapeutic relationship. Evidence supports the effectiveness of short-
term psychodynamic interventions across several clinical populations. Intensive short-term dynamic
psychotherapy has shown promising outcomes in generalized anxiety disorder (Lilliengren et al., 2017), while
randomized evidence has demonstrated clinically relevant effects of short-term dynamic psychotherapy in
patients presenting with somatic complaints (Town et al., 2017). Psychodynamic-oriented counseling has also
been effective in reducing psychological distress among university students seeking psychological help
(Cerutti et al., 2022), and an lranian study reported reductions in psychological distress and psychosomatic
symptoms following short-term psychodynamic therapy (Bakhshi Bajestani et al., 2021). More recent
literature has further supported the clinical usefulness of short-term psychodynamic psychotherapy in
depressive disorders (Di Salvo et al., 2024; Wienicke et al., 2023), including comparative trials with other
established psychotherapies (Dijk, 2025; Malkomsen et al., 2025). Short-term psychotherapy has also
demonstrated potential benefits for emotional processing difficulties such as alexithymia in anxiety-related
conditions (Wang et al., 2024).

Schema therapy provides a theoretically distinct but potentially relevant approach. Developed as an integrative
treatment, schema therapy conceptualizes persistent psychological and interpersonal problems in relation to
early maladaptive schemas, unmet core emotional needs, maladaptive coping styles, and schema modes
(Young et al., 2003). Schemas consist of enduring patterns of cognition, emotion, memory, and bodily
experience that may originate in developmental contexts and later become activated in significant interpersonal
situations (Salicru, 2023). Schema-mode conceptualization further allows clinicians to identify shifting
emotional and coping states and to strengthen healthier modes of functioning (Edwards, 2022). Because
intimate relationships can strongly activate schemas concerning abandonment, emotional deprivation, mistrust,
defectiveness, subjugation, and self-sacrifice, schema therapy may be especially relevant for women who
remain in emotionally disconnected marriages. Empirical evidence has shown that schema-based interventions
can reduce psychological distress and symptom severity (Erfan et al., 2024), improve affective commitment
and sexual self-efficacy among women experiencing emotional divorce (Khadang et al., 2024), and enhance
self-compassion and cognitive flexibility in divorced women (Mirahmadi & Amini, 2024). The continuing
evaluation of schema therapy in complex and difficult-to-treat clinical conditions further highlights its potential
for addressing enduring psychological patterns (Arendt etal., 2024). Given the differing mechanisms of short-
term psychodynamic therapy and schema therapy and the limited direct comparative evidence among women
experiencing emotional divorce, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of short-term
psychodynamic therapy and schema therapy in reducing psychological distress among women experiencing
emotional divorce.

Methods and Materials
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This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group and a two-
month follow-up. The statistical population consisted of women experiencing emotional divorce who attended
licensed counseling and psychology clinics in District 1 of Tehran during the first half of 2025. Approximately
100 women initially completed the Emotional Divorce Questionnaire, and those obtaining scores above 18
were considered for participation. Using purposive sampling, 45 eligible participants were selected and,
following matching on relevant demographic characteristics, randomly assigned to three groups of 15
participants: short-term psychodynamic therapy, schema therapy, and control. Inclusion criteria were informed
consent, a score above 18 on the Emotional Divorce Questionnaire, at least a high-school diploma, age between
20 and 50 years, no substance or alcohol use, no current psychiatric medication based on self-report, absence
of major environmental or social conditions interfering with participation, no concurrent psychodynamic,
mentalization-based, or other psychological treatment, and sufficient capacity to communicate and understand
psychological material. Withdrawal from the study and absence from more than three treatment sessions were
considered exclusion criteria.

Data were collected using the 36-item Emotional Divorce Questionnaire and the 10-item Kessler Psychological
Distress Scale. The Emotional Divorce Questionnaire was used primarily for participant screening and
demonstrated a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of .88 in the present study. The Kessler measure assessed
psychological distress, with higher scores indicating greater distress, and demonstrated a Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient of .83 in the present sample. Assessments were administered at pretest, posttest, and two-month
follow-up.

The short-term psychodynamic intervention was based on Davanloo’s intensive short-term dynamic
psychotherapy model and was delivered in 15 sessions of approximately 90 minutes. The treatment
progressively focused on therapeutic assessment, identification of emotional conflicts, examination of
defensive processes, clarification, challenge, blocking of maladaptive defenses, and direct engagement with
avoided emotional experiences. Schema therapy was based on the Young model and consisted of eight two-
hour sessions delivered twice weekly. Sessions addressed therapeutic formulation, identification of early
maladaptive schemas, examination of evidence supporting or contradicting schemas, recognition of
maladaptive coping styles and schema modes, experiential techniques, imagery exercises, role-playing,
healthier behavioral alternatives, and consolidation of learned strategies. The control group received no
intervention during the study period.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 28. Descriptive statistics were calculated first. Repeated-measures
analysis of variance was then used to evaluate the effects of group, time, and the time-by-group interaction on
psychological distress. Assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variances, homogeneity of variance-
covariance matrices, and sphericity-related requirements were assessed before inferential analyses. Bonferroni
post hoc comparisons were used to determine the specific locations of significant between-group and within-
group differences. Statistical significance was set at .05.

Findings

The three groups were demographically comparable. Educational level did not differ significantly among the
short-term psychodynamic therapy, schema therapy, and control groups (p = .765). The groups were also
comparable in age and duration of marriage. Mean age ranged from 33.47 years in the control group to 34.33
years in the short-term psychodynamic group, while mean duration of marriage ranged from 7.67 years in the
short-term psychodynamic group to 8.53 years in the control group.

Descriptive findings showed a clear reduction in psychological distress in both intervention groups. In the
short-term psychodynamic group, mean psychological distress decreased from 26.07 at pretest to 19.67 at
posttest and remained relatively low at follow-up at 20.87. In the schema therapy group, the mean decreased
from 26.40 at pretest to 22.53 at posttest and was 22.87 at follow-up. By contrast, the control group showed
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little change across the three assessment points, with means of 27.07 at pretest, 26.67 at posttest, and 27.00 at
follow-up.

The assumptions required for repeated-measures analysis were adequately satisfied. The distributions of
psychological distress scores were acceptably normal across groups and measurement occasions, variances
were homogeneous, and the relevant variance-covariance assumptions were supported.

Repeated-measures analysis demonstrated a significant main effect of group on psychological distress, F =
21.46, p <.001, partial n> = .511. The main effect of time was also significant, F =47.26, p <.001, partial n?
=.529. Most importantly, the time-by-group interaction was significant, F = 11.78, p <.001, partial n* =.359,
demonstrating that changes in psychological distress over time differed significantly across the three groups.
Bonferroni comparisons showed that at posttest the short-term psychodynamic group had significantly lower
psychological distress than the control group, with a mean difference of -6.15 (p < .001). The schema therapy
group also had significantly lower distress than the control group, with a mean difference of -3.57 (p <.001).
Direct comparison of the two active treatments showed that short-term psychodynamic therapy produced
significantly lower posttest distress than schema therapy, with a mean difference of -2.58 (p =.027). At follow-
up, short-term psychodynamic therapy remained significantly superior to the control group (mean difference
=-5.31, p<.001), as did schema therapy (mean difference =-3.58, p <.001). However, the difference between
the two active treatments at follow-up was not statistically significant (mean difference = -1.72, p = .186).
Within-group comparisons further demonstrated sustained treatment effects. In the short-term psychodynamic
group, psychological distress decreased significantly from pretest to posttest (mean difference =6.40, p<.001)
and from pretest to follow-up (mean difference = 5.20, p < .001), while the difference between posttest and
follow-up was nonsignificant (p =.095). In the schema therapy group, pretest-to-posttest (mean difference =
3.87, p <.001) and pretest-to-follow-up differences (mean difference = 3.53, p < .001) were also significant,
whereas the posttest-to-follow-up difference was nonsignificant (p = .691). No significant changes were
observed across assessment occasions in the control group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that both short-term psychodynamic therapy and schema therapy effectively
reduced psychological distress in women experiencing emotional divorce and that these improvements were
maintained over the two-month follow-up period. The significant time-by-group interaction indicates that the
observed reductions were not attributable merely to the passage of time; instead, changes in psychological
distress varied systematically according to treatment condition.

The effectiveness of short-term psychodynamic therapy may be explained by its direct focus on emotional
conflicts and defensive processes that sustain distress. Women experiencing emotional divorce may remain
exposed to chronic feelings of rejection, loneliness, anger, grief, disappointment, and emotional deprivation
while simultaneously attempting to preserve the external structure of their marital relationship. Defensive
processes such as denial, intellectualization, avoidance, rumination, externalization, or somatization may
temporarily protect individuals from painful emotional experiences but can also maintain psychological
tension. A treatment that actively identifies these defenses and facilitates direct emotional processing may
therefore reduce distress relatively rapidly. This mechanism may also explain why short-term psychodynamic
therapy showed a significantly greater immediate effect than schema therapy at posttest.

Schema therapy was likewise effective, although its immediate effect was comparatively smaller. This finding
may be understood in terms of its emphasis on enduring cognitive-emotional patterns rather than primarily on
immediate emotional discharge or defense restructuring. WWomen experiencing emotional divorce may interpret
relational events through deeply established schemas involving abandonment, emotional deprivation, mistrust,
defectiveness, dependence, subjugation, or self-sacrifice. By identifying these schemas, examining their
developmental origins, recognizing maladaptive coping responses, and strengthening healthier modes of
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functioning, schema therapy can gradually reduce the intensity with which adverse marital experiences are
interpreted and experienced. This process can ultimately decrease psychological distress by increasing
emotional understanding, cognitive flexibility, and healthier coping.

An important finding was that the significant advantage of short-term psychodynamic therapy over schema
therapy at posttest was no longer statistically significant at follow-up. This pattern suggests that the two
treatments may differ more in the speed than in the longer-term direction of therapeutic change. Short-term
psychodynamic therapy may produce more rapid improvement because it directly addresses active emotions
and defenses from the early phases of therapy. Schema therapy, in contrast, may require a more gradual process
of identifying, understanding, and modifying longstanding schemas and coping patterns. By the follow-up
period, however, participants receiving schema therapy appeared to have maintained and consolidated their
gains, reducing the magnitude of the difference between treatments.

The nonsignificant posttest-to-follow-up changes within both intervention groups are particularly important
because they indicate maintenance rather than rapid loss of therapeutic benefit. Thus, neither intervention
appeared to produce only temporary symptom reduction. Participants in both treatment groups retained
significantly lower psychological distress at follow-up than at baseline. The absence of significant changes in
the control group further strengthens the interpretation that the improvements were associated with the
interventions.

Overall, the findings indicate that both short-term psychodynamic therapy and schema therapy can be
considered effective psychological interventions for reducing distress in women experiencing emotional
divorce. Short-term psychodynamic therapy demonstrated a stronger immediate effect, suggesting particular
usefulness when rapid reduction of emotional distress is a clinical priority. Schema therapy also produced
meaningful and sustained improvement and may be especially suitable when longstanding maladaptive
schemas and chronic relational patterns are prominent. Consequently, treatment selection should not be based
solely on an assumption that one approach is universally superior. Rather, clinicians may consider the
individual’s dominant psychological mechanisms, emotional tolerance, defensive functioning, schema
patterns, treatment preferences, and clinical priorities. The study ultimately supports the use of both approaches
for women experiencing emotional divorce while suggesting that short-term psychodynamic therapy may offer
a more pronounced short-term reduction in psychological distress.
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