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The objective was to compare the effectiveness of emotional schema therapy and
cognitive therapy based on mindfulness on cognitive regulation of emotion,
intolerance of uncertainty, and cognitive flexibility. The research design was
analytical and quasi-experimental, and it was a randomized, one-sided blind,
placebo-controlled clinical trial. The statistical population was patients with
generalized anxiety disorder who were referred to psychiatric, psychiatry, and health
centers in Urmia city in 2021 comprised the statistical population. Using the
accessible and targeted method, a sample of 45 individuals (13 men and 32 women)
was selected. The sample consisted of 15 individuals in the emotional schema
therapy group (4 men and 11 women), 15 individuals in the cognitive therapy group
based on mindfulness (4 men and 11 women), and 15 individuals in the control group
(5 men and 10 women). The data was analyzed using soft software (SPSS-28) and a
multivariate covariance analysis test. The questionnaires included the Generalized
Anxiety Disorder (GAD-7), Pennsylvania State Worry Questionnaire (PSWQ),
Intolerance of Ambiguity, Cognitive Flexibility, and emotional-cognitive regulation.
Additionally, two cognitive therapy methods based on emotional schema therapy and
mindfulness were employed. The results of the covariance analysis indicated that
emotional schema therapy and cognitive therapy based on mindfulness were
effective in the cognitive regulation of emotion, intolerance of uncertainty
(ambiguity), and cognitive flexibility of patients with generalized anxiety disorder.
The effectiveness of emotional schema therapy was more reliant on mindfulness than
that of cognitive therapy. The results indicate that these two intervention methods,
particularly emotional schema therapy, can be employed to manage emotions and
anxiety in patients with general anxiety.
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The Comparison of the Effectiveness of Emotional Schema Therapy and Mindfulness-Based
Cognitive Therapy on Cognitive Emotion Regulation, Intolerance of Uncertainty, and Cognitive
Flexibility in Patients with Generalized Anxiety Disorder

Extended Abstract

Aim

Generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) is a type of anxiety disorder characterized by excessive and
uncontrollable worry about everyday events and activities, often accompanied by physical symptoms such
as muscle tension, irritability, sleep disturbances, and restlessness. Several individual characteristics have
been linked to GAD, including cognitive emotion regulation. Mennin et al. (2005) argued that within the
emotion dysregulation model, deficits or difficulties in emotion regulation can predict GAD. Another
characteristic associated with GAD is intolerance of uncertainty, which is a cognitive bias affecting how
individuals perceive, interpret, and respond to uncertain situations at emotional, cognitive, and behavioral
levels (Partovi Pirooz et al., 2022). Individuals with high intolerance of uncertainty experience anxiety and
cognitive conflict in ambiguous situations and often struggle to process new information effectively
(Rogers et al., 2022). Cognitive Flexibility is another important factor in GAD. It refers to the ability to
adjust cognitive contexts and thought patterns to adapt to changing environmental stimuli. Cognitive
flexibility facilitates adaptive thinking and behavior in response to environmental changes (Daliri et al.,
2022). Over the past two decades, research on theoretical and therapeutic models for GAD has expanded.
One such model is schema therapy. The emotional schema approach posits that emotional reasoning and
exploration contribute to anxiety-inducing thoughts while also being integral to the thinking processes of
non-clinical individuals (Van Wijk-Herbrink et al., 2019). Studies by Nedaei et al. (2023) demonstrated the
effectiveness of emotional schema therapy in reducing intolerance of uncertainty and improving emotion
regulation in individuals with depression and anxiety. Another widely used intervention for GAD is
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT), which targets maladaptive thinking patterns and teaches
attention control skills, enhancing the preventive aspects of treatment (Arablo, 2023). Hosseini et al. (2022)
compared the effectiveness of schema therapy and MBCT on emotion regulation difficulties, reporting both
interventions as effective. Considering the increasing psychological pressures in contemporary society and
the detrimental impact of anxiety on daily functioning, conducting research on effective interventions for
GAD is essential.

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of emotional schema therapy and mindfulness-
based cognitive therapy (MBCT) on cognitive emotion regulation, intolerance of uncertainty, and cognitive
flexibility patients with generalized anxiety disorder.

Methodology

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pre-test and post-test format, including a
control group. The statistical population comprised all individuals diagnosed with generalized anxiety
disorder who were referred to medical centers (psychiatry, psychology, and health centers) in the city of
Urmia in 2021. Inclusion criteria were: a confirmed diagnosis of generalized anxiety disorder, informed
consent and willingness to participate, and an age range of 1845 years. Exclusion criteria included:
missing more than two sessions, substance or alcohol abuse, severe personality disorders or other major
clinical disorders, and significant physical illness. A total of 45 eligible volunteers were selected using
purposive sampling and were then randomly assigned to three groups: two experimental groups and one
control group, with 15 participants in each. The assessment instruments used in this study were the
Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale (Spitzer et al., 2006), Penn State Worry Questionnaire (Meyer et al.,
1990), Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (Garnefski et al., 2001), Intolerance of Uncertainty
Scale (Buhr & Dugas, 2002), and Cognitive flexibility Inventory (Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010).

Therapeutic interventions included Emotional Schema Therapy (Leahy, 2012) delivered in nine
sessions and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (Segal et al., 2002) delivered in eight sessions, which
were—administered to the experimental groups. The control group did not receive any psychotherapy
intervention.-Data collected before and after the interventions were analyzed using multivariate analysis of
covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS 28.
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Findings

First, the demographic characteristics of the participants were examined. The majority of participants were
women, accounting for 32 individuals (72%). Most participants were under 30 years of age, and no
significant age differences were observed between the groups. The findings indicated that in the pre-test
phase, there were no significant differences in cognitive emotion regulation, intolerance of uncertainty, or
cognitive flexibility scores among the emotional schema therapy, mindfulness-based cognitive therapy
(MBCT), and control groups, indicating that the three groups were comparable at baseline.

As shown in Table 1, the post-test results revealed significant differences in cognitive emotion
regulation, intolerance of uncertainty, and cognitive flexibility scores between the emotional schema
therapy and control groups, as well as between the MBCT and control groups (p < 0.001). These results
suggest that both intervention groups significantly outperformed the control group in improving cognitive
emotion regulation, intolerance of uncertainty, and cognitive Flexibility in patients with generalized anxiety
disorder.Furthermore, as presented in Table 2, a comparison between the two interventions showed
significant differences in all three variables (P < 0.001) with emotional schema therapy demonstrating
greater effectiveness than MBCT in enhancing cognitive emotion regulation, intolerance of uncertainty,
and cognitive flexibility.

Table 1. Differences in post-test scores of research variables by treatment method

Variable Group Mean Squares df F P-value Eta Squared
Emotion Regulation Schema therapy 854.427 1 47294  0.001 0.242
MBCT 416.667 1 42317  0.001 0.222
Intolerance of Uncertainty Schema therapy 515.227 1 30923 0.001 0.188
MBCT 440.327 1 17.569  0.001 0.106
Cognitive Flexibility Schema therapy 482.407 1 2609  0.001 0.173
MBCT 346.560 1 12.072  0.001 0.075

Table 2. Mean differences in research variables by treatment method

Variable Groups Mean Difference T-score P-value
Experimental 34.35 6.877 0.001
Schema therapy
. . Control 31.61
Emotion Regulation .
Experimental 18.19  6.505 0.001
MBCT
Control 12.79
Experimental 22.73  5.561 0.001
Schema therapy
Intolerance of Control 20.64
Uncertainty Experimental 16.64  4.796 0.001
MBCT
Control 13.31
Experimental 23.89  5.379 0.001
Schema therapy
. - Control 20.47
Cognitive Flexibility .
Experimental 17.23  3.780 0.001
MBCT

Control 13.64

Conclusion

This study compared the effectiveness of emotional schema therapy (EST) and mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy (MBCT) on cognitive emotion regulation, intolerance of uncertainty, and cognitive
Flexibility in patients with generalized anxiety disorder (GAD). The results indicated significant
differences between the experimental groups and the control group. The first hypothesis showed that EST
was more effective than MBCT in improving cognitive emotion regulation. This aligns with previous
findings (Kianipoor et al., 2018; Seyed Asiaban et al., 2017). EST targets maladaptive emotional
schemas—deeply held beliefs about emotions—and modifies the broader emotional system, including
appraisal, regulation strategies, and behavioral patterns, leading to more durable and generalized
improvements in emotion regulation (Van Wijk-Herbrink et al., 2019; Kianipoor et al., 2018). The second
hypothesis demonstrated that EST was more effective in reducing intolerance of uncertainty compared to
MBCT, consistent with prior research (Nedaei et al., 2023). EST addresses emotional schemas directly and
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modifies maladaptive emotional beliefs uncertain emotional experiences, facilitating adaptive responses to
uncertainty more effectively than mindfulness approaches, which primarily focus on nonjudgmental
awareness and decentering. The third hypothesis indicated that EST was superior to MBCT in enhancing
cognitive Flexibility (Nikpour et al., 2021; Shahmoradi et al., 2019). By restructuring core emotional
meanings and combining affective exposure with cognitive interventions, EST reduces avoidant coping and
promotes engagement in challenging situations, supporting greater cognitive flexibility than the primarily
awareness-focused MBCT (Seyed Asiaban et al., 2017).

Limitations of this study include the use of non-random sampling, absence of a follow-up period, and
reliance on self-reported questionnaires. Despite these limitations, the findings suggest that EST is a highly
effective intervention for improving emotion regulation, reducing intolerance of uncertainty, and enhancing
cognitive flexibility in patients with GAD. These results can inform clinical practice in psychology and
counseling centers.

Keywords: Cognitive Emotion Regulation, Emotional Schema Therapy, Mindfulness-Based Cognitive
Therapy, Cognitive Flexibility, Uncertainty Intolerance
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