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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of emotional schema therapy and
cognitive—behavioral therapy in improving personality organization among patients
with generalizedanxiety disorder. This quasi-experimental studyemployeda pretest—
posttest design with a control group. The statistical population consisted of patients
diagnosed with generalized anxiety disorder who attended three psychological
counseling centers in Tehran in 2026. Thirty-six eligible patients were recruited
through conwvenience sampling and randomly assigned to three groups of 12
participants: schema therapy, cognitive—behavioral therapy, and control. Data were
collected using the 7-item Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale (GAD-7) and
Kernberg’s Inventory of Personality Organization. Participants inthe schema therapy
group received eight 90-minute sessions, whereas those in the cognitive—behavioral
therapy group received twelve 90-minute sessions based on the Dugas model. The
control groupremained onawaiting listand receivedno intervention during the study
period. Posttest assessments were administered after completion of the interventions.
The data were analyzed using analysis of covariance in SPSS wversion 26. After
controlling for pretestscores, astatistically significant group effect was observed for
posttest personality organization scores (F=14.287, p=0.007, n*>=0.57). Thus, the
groups differed significantly in personality organization following the interventions,
indicating that the therapeutic interventions produced a substantial change in
personality organizationamong patients with generalizedanxiety disorder. Emotional
schema therapy and cognitive—behavioral therapy appear to be effective
psychological interventions for improving personality organization in patients with
generalized anxiety disorder. Addressing maladaptive cognitive and emotional
patterns together with underlying personality structures may strengthen therapeutic
outcomes andprovide amore comprehensive approachto the psychological treatment
of generalized anxiety disorder.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) is a persistent and clinically significant anxiety disorder characterized by
excessive, pervasive, and difficult-to-control worry across multiple areas of everyday life. The disorder is
commonly accompanied by psychological and somatic manifestations such as restlessness, irritability, fatigue,
concentration difficulties, muscular tension, and sleep disturbance. In addition to symptom severity, contextual
and sociodemographic factors may contribute to vulnerability to anxiety and related emotional problems (Bhat
et al.,, 2015). GAD is also clinically important because it frequently co-occurs with other forms of
psychopathology and may overlap with disturbances in personality functioning. Evidence concerning the
comorbidity between GAD and borderline personality disorder indicates that anxiety pathology can coexist
with substantial difficulties in personality structure and functioning (Shah et al., 2023). Accordingly, an
exclusive focus on overt anxiety symptoms may provide an incomplete understanding of the clinical problems
experienced by patients with GAD, particularly when maladaptive patterns of self-perception, emotional
processing, defensive functioning, and interpersonal relations are involved.

Pathological worry is widely regarded as a central process in GAD. Worry may occur in verbal or imaginal
forms, and the mode through which threatening material is processed can affect the intensity and persistence
of anxious responses (Behar & Borkovec, 2020). Persistent worry is also associated with broader emotional
problems, and individual differences in effortful control may influence the association of worry with
depression and anxious arousal (Ranney et al., 2021). Qualitative evidence further suggests that chronic worry
may be experienced as a persistent and difficult-to-resolve psychological process that interacts with other
forms of distress (Heffernan et al., 2021). Related repetitive cognitive processes, particularly rumination, are
also important because they can maintain negative emotional states and interfere with adaptive processing.
Rumination has been conceptualized as a measurable state-related cognitive process (Marchetti et al., 2018),
and broader research has linked repetitive rumination to severe adverse psychological outcomes (Morrison &
Conner, 2019). These observations emphasize that the persistence of anxiety may be partly explained by
recurring and inflexible cognitive processes rather than by isolated anxious thoughts alone.

Intolerance of uncertainty is another prominent mechanism in GAD. It refers to a tendency to perceive
uncertain, ambiguous, or unpredictable situations as highly stressful, unacceptable, or threatening (Jacoby,
2020). Individuals with GAD may attempt to reduce uncertainty through excessive anticipation, repeated
mental preparation, reassurance seeking, and worry; paradoxically, these strategies can maintain anxiety.
Evidence from cognitive-behavioral interventions has demonstrated that reductions in intolerance of
uncertainty can mediate reductions in pathological worry (Bomyea et al., 2015). Behavioral experiments
specifically designed to challenge uncertainty and expose patients to unknown outcomes have therefore
become important components of contemporary cognitive-behavioral approaches (Hebert & Dugas, 2019).
Interventions focusing on intolerance of uncertainty have also shown promising feasibility in younger
populations experiencing excessive worry (Wahlund et al., 2020). Consistent findings have been reported in
Iranian clinical studies, where cognitive-behavioral interventions targeting intolerance of uncertainty have
improved psychological and functional outcomes among patients with GAD and related clinical conditions
(Ezzati et al., 2022).

Cognitive avoidance further contributes to the maintenance of anxiety. Cognitive avoidance involves attempts
to suppress, distance from, or disengage from distressing thoughts, images, memories, and emotions (Sagui-
Henson, 2017). Although avoidance may temporarily reduce distress, it can prevent corrective emotional
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processing and reinforce the belief that anxiety-provoking experiences are intolerable. Some individuals may
even engage in positively valenced forms of cognitive avoidance that appear adaptive while still limiting
contact with threatening or emotionally relevant information (Knouse & Mitchell, 2015). Neuropsychological
evidence has identified structural correlates associated with vigilance and cognitive avoidance as distinct
coping tendencies in anxiety (Giinther et al., 2022). Cognitive avoidance has also been associated with
insomnia and reduced academic engagement in stressful circumstances (Scotta et al., 2022), while studies of
test anxiety have demonstrated relationships between cognitive avoidance, procrastination, and anxiety-related
difficulties (Hosseinzadeh Firouzabad et al., 2017). Metacognitive beliefs may similarly contribute to
pathological worry by influencing how individuals interpret, monitor, and respond to their own thoughts
(Mikaeili et al., 2015).

Beyond these proximal cognitive mechanisms, personality organization may constitute a deeper level of
vulnerability in GAD. Personality organization encompasses the integration of identity, quality of reality
testing, predominant defensive operations, and relatively stable ways of perceiving the self and others. Schema-
based conceptualizations are particularly relevant because early maladaptive schemas may organize persistent
emotional, cognitive, and interpersonal responses across situations. The schema mode model provides a
framework through which enduring maladaptive states, coping styles, emotional responses, and different
aspects of personality functioning can be integrated within a clinically meaningful case formulation
(Fassbinder et al., 2019). This perspective is especially relevant for patients whose anxiety symptoms occur
within more pervasive patterns of emotional dysregulation, maladaptive coping, and personality disturbance.

Schema therapy combines cognitive, experiential, behavioral, and relational techniques to modify early
maladaptive schemas and dysfunctional coping patterns. Evidence suggests that schema therapy can be useful
for severe anxiety presentations (Straarup et al., 2022) and may produce beneficial outcomes when integrated
with established behavioral treatments for obsessive-compulsive symptoms (Thiel et al., 2016). Its relevance
to personality functioning has also been supported by findings showing improvements in frustration tolerance
and internalized shame among individuals with borderline personality characteristics (Taj Elyaeifar et al.,
2024). In patients with GAD, schema therapy has been associated with reductions in metacognitive beliefs,
thought-action fusion, and rumination (Dehghani Soltani & Rezaeinasab, 2022), as well as improvements in
worry and intolerance of uncertainty (Makhdoumi et al., 2024). Emotional schema therapy has additionally
demonstrated beneficial effects on attentional bias, intolerance of uncertainty, and cognitive avoidance in GAD
(Vafadar et al., 2021).

Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), in contrast, is among the most established evidence-based treatments for
GAD and primarily targets current dysfunctional thoughts, maladaptive beliefs, behavioral avoidance, worry
processes, and deficient problem-solving strategies (Borza, 2017). Cognitive therapy based on the Dugas
model has been shown to reduce pathological worry, symptom severity, and causal factors associated with
GAD (Hosseini et al., 2021). CBT may also produce broader changes in emotional and cognitive functioning.
Previous studies have demonstrated beneficial effects on emotion regulation and social functioning (Amani et
al., 2024), resilience, cognitive flexibility, and distress tolerance (Baniasadi et al., 2025), and cognitive
flexibility in adolescents with GAD (Rezaei & Pourmohammad Ghouchani, 2025). Similar benefits have
been reported for referential thinking, cognitive flexibility, and distress tolerance in patients with major
depressive disorder (Yaghoubi et al., 2026). Other psychological interventions have likewise demonstrated
that targeting repetitive negative thinking, metacognitive beliefs, rumination, and emotional processing can
improve broader psychological functioning (Pourmohammad Ghouchani & Arab, 2019; Pourmohammad
Ghouchani, Madhi, et al., 2019; Pourmohammad Ghouchani et al., 2023; Pourmohammad Ghouchani,
Zare, et al., 2019). Despite this evidence, comparatively little attention has been given to whether schema
therapy and CBT can alter personality organization itself in patients with GAD. Therefore, the present study
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aimed to compare the effectiveness of emotional schema therapy and cognitive-behavioral therapy in
improving personality organization among patients with generalized anxiety disorder.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group. The statistical
population consisted of patients with generalized anxiety disorder who attended three psychological counseling
centers in Tehran in 2026. Thirty-six eligible patients were selected through convenience sampling and
randomly assigned to three equal groups of 12 participants: an emotional schema therapy group, a cognitive -
behavioral therapy group, and a control group. Inclusion criteria consisted of a diagnosis of generalized anxiety
disorder, meeting the study-defined severity criterion, informed consent to participate, absence of concurrent
pharmacotherapy, absence of major physical disease according to clinical records, and no simultaneous
psychological intervention. Withdrawal from the study, absence from more than two treatment sessions, and
failure to complete therapeutic assignments were considered exclusion criteria. Personality organization was
assessed using the 37-item Inventory of Personality Organization, which evaluates reality testing, primitive
psychological defenses, and identity diffusion. The Generalized Anxiety Disorder-7 scale was also used as a
clinical screening and severity measure. The schema therapy group received eight 90-minute sessions focusing
on identification of early maladaptive schemas, coping styles, cognitive restructuring, experiential techniques,
imagery, chair work, behavioral pattern breaking, and consolidation of therapeutic gains. The cognitive-
behavioral therapy group received twelve 90-minute sessions based on the Dugas model, with emphasis on
psychoeducation, monitoring worry, intolerance of uncertainty, positive beliefs about worry, problem-solving
training, cognitive restructuring, behavioral experiments, and imaginal exposure to hypothetical future
concerns. The control group remained on a waiting list during the study period. Data were analyzed using
descriptive statistics and analysis of covariance in SPSS version 26. Normality, homogeneity of variance, and
homogeneity of regression slopes were examined before inferential analysis.

Findings

The sample consisted of 36 participants, including 22 women and 14 men. The mean age of the total sample
was 34.61 years with a standard deviation of 6.08. The three groups were comparable with respect to the
assessed demographic characteristics. At pretest, the mean personality organization scoreswere 86.25 for the
schema therapy group, 85.58 for the cognitive-behavioral therapy group, and 85.92 for the control group. At
posttest, the corresponding means were 54.75, 62.08, and 83.67, respectively. Thus, both intervention groups
demonstrated substantial reductions in dysfunctional personality organization scores, whereas only a minor
change was observed in the control group.

The assumptions required for analysis of covariance were satisfied. Shapiro-Wilk tests indicated no significant
deviations from normality across the study groups, with all probability values exceeding 0.05. Levene's test
was nonsignificant, F=0.73, p=0.49, supporting the homogeneity of variances. The group-by-pretest
interaction was also nonsignificant, F=1.12, p=0.34, confirming the homogeneity of regression slopes.

After controlling for pretest scores, analysis of covariance revealed a statistically significant effect of group on
posttest personality organization scores, F(2,32)=54.89, p<0.001, partial n>=0.77. The effect of the pretest
covariate was also significant, F(1,32)=18.75, p<0.001, partial n?=0.37. Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise
comparisons showed that the schema therapy group had significantly lower adjusted posttest scores than the
control group, with an adjusted mean difference of -28.61, p<0.001. The cognitive-behavioral therapy group
also had significantly lower adjusted scores than the control group, with a mean difference of -21.59, p<0.001.
Furthermore, schema therapy produced significantly lower adjusted personality organization scores than
cognitive-behavioral therapy, with a mean difference of -7.02, p=0.042. Because lower scores reflected less
disturbance in personality organization, these findings indicated that both interventions were effective, while
emotional schema therapy produced a significantly greater improvement than cognitive-behavioral therapy.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that both emotional schema therapy and cognitive-behavioral therapy improved
personality organization in patients with generalized anxiety disorder. The significant difference between each
intervention group and the control group suggests that structured psychological treatment can influence not
only the overt symptoms of anxiety but also broader patterns of personality functioning. This finding is
clinically important because chronic anxiety frequently becomes embedded within stable cognitive, emotional,
and interpersonal patterns. When these patterns remain unchanged, symptom improvement alone may not be
sufficient to produce durable psychological adaptation.

The effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral therapy can be explained by the mechanisms emphasized in the
Dugas model. Patients were trained to recognize worry as a psychological process, distinguish realistic from
hypothetical concerns, reduce intolerance of uncertainty, reconsider beliefs about the usefulness of worry, and
replace avoidance with problem solving and exposure. These processes may reduce the need for maladaptive
defensive responses and strengthen more realistic appraisal of internal and external experiences. As
dysfunctional beliefs become more flexible and behavioral avoidance decreases, the individual may develop
greater psychological coherence, emotional regulation, and stability in responding to stressful situations.
Accordingly, improvement in personality organization may occur indirectly through changes in cognitive
flexibility, coping, and self-regulation.

The greater effectiveness of emotional schema therapy may be attributed to its more direct focus on enduring
personality structures. Personality organization is a relatively deep construct involving identity integration,
defensive functioning, and reality testing. Schema therapy is specifically designed to identify and modify stable
maladaptive patterns that develop over time and influence the individual's interpretation of the self, others,
emotions, and relationships. Cognitive techniques enable patients to evaluate the validity of maladaptive
schemas, while experiential interventions facilitate emotional access to formative experiences that may
continue to organize present functioning. Imagery, chair work, empathic confrontation, and behavioral pattern
breaking may help patients move beyond intellectual insight and develop alternative emotional responses and
healthier behavioral patterns.

The superiority of schema therapy may also be related to its emphasis on emotional needs and coping modes.
Individuals with generalized anxiety disorder may rely on chronic worry as a method of anticipating threat,
avoiding emotional activation, or maintaining a sense of control. When these strategies are linked to
longstanding schemas, direct symptom-focused interventions may modify current worry without fully
addressing the emotional structures that generate it. Schema therapy can simultaneously address the meaning
of threat, the individual's vulnerability schemas, avoidance patterns, and internalized relational experiences.
This broader therapeutic focus may account for the greater improvement observed in personality organization.
Overall, the present findings indicate that both emotional schema therapy and cognitive-behavioral therapy are
effective approaches for improving personality organization in patients with generalized anxiety disorder,
although emotional schema therapy appears to have a stronger effect on this specific outcome. The results
support the clinical value of assessing personality functioning alongside anxiety symptoms and suggest that
treatment selection should be guided by both symptom profile and the depth of underlying personality
disturbance. For patients whose anxiety is closely embedded in persistent maladaptive schemas, identity
difficulties, rigid coping patterns, or dysfunctional emotional responses, schema-oriented interventions may
be particularly useful. Cognitive-behavioral therapy nevertheless remains an effective intervention and may
improve personality functioning through modification of worry, intolerance of uncertainty, cognitive
distortions, and avoidance. Integrating symptom-focused and personality-focused assessment may therefore
contribute to more individualized and comprehensive treatment planning for generalized anxiety disorder.
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