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The aim of this research was to develop a structural model that incorporated the
mediating role of self-compassion, mindfulness, and emotion regulation skills in the
relationship between early maladaptive schemas and psychological distress in
individuals with anxiety disorders. The current investigation employed a
correlational description as its methodology. A sample of 206 individuals (112
women and 94 men) was selected from the statistical population of the research,
which consisted of all individuals with symptoms of anxiety disorders who were
referred to two psychology and health counseling centers in Tehran in 2023. The
sampling method was used to select the sample. The questionnaires regarding
psychological distress, early maladaptive schema-short form, self-compassion, and
cognitive regulation of emotion were completed voluntarily by the participants. The
data was analyzed using Pearson's correlation test and structural equation modeling.
SPSS version 27 and R4.11 software were employed to conduct the data analysis.
The mediating role of self-compassion and mindfulness in the relationship of early
maladaptive schemas and psychological distress was verified by the findings.
However, the mediating role of emotion regulation was not confirmed. According to
the findings, it is advisable to consider the role of self-compassion, mindfulness, and
emotion regulation in the etiology and preventive interventions of psychological
distress and early maladaptive schemas in individuals with anxiety disorders.
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Structural Equation Modeling of Early Maladaptive Schemas and Psychological Distress in
Individuals with Anxiety Disorders: The Mediating Role of Self-Compassion, Mindfulness, and
Emotion Regulation SKkills

Extended Abstract
Aim

Anxiety disorders are among the most common mental disorders, affecting a large proportion of the
population during their lifetime (Vashishta et al., 2023; Bandelow & Michaelis, 2022). Individuals with
these disorders often experience psychological distress, which involves unpleasant emotional states that

disrupt daily functioning and lead to negative perceptions of oneself and others (Brugnera et al., 2023;
Gebremariam et al., 2023). One important factor associated with psychological distress is early maladaptive

schemas, which are enduring cognitive—emotional patterns formed when basic emotional needs are not
adequately met during early life (Young et al., 2003; Gravand, 2022). Previous research has shown a
significant relationship between these schemas and psychological distress in individuals with anxiety
disorders (Keyvanloo et al., 2023; Sebastido et al., 2023). In addition, self-compassion, mindfulness, and

cognitive emotion regulation have been identified as important psychological processes related to anxiety
and psychological distress (Neff, 2013; Kabat-Zinn, 2003; Garnefski et al., 2006).

Therefore, the present study aims to examine the relationship between early maladaptive schemas and
psychological distress in individuals with anxiety disorders by investigating the mediating roles of self-
compassion, mindfulness, and emotion regulation.

Methodology

The present study employed a correlational design based on structural equation modeling. In terms of
purpose, the research was developmental, and in terms of data collection, it was descriptive—correlational.
The statistical population consisted of all individuals with anxiety disorders who were referred to the
Psychograph Counseling Center and the Health Foundation Counseling Center in Tehran in 1401. From
this population, a sample of 206 individuals was selected using a convenience sampling method.

Data were collected using the Kessler Psychological Distress Questionnaire (K10; Kessler et al.,
2002), Early Maladaptive Schema Questionnaire (SQ-SF; Young, 1990 as cited in Young, 2005),
Self-Compassion Scale (SCS; Neff, 2003), the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ); Baer et al.,
2004), and the Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (CERQ; Garnefski et al., 2002). Data were
analyzed using Pearson’s correlation coefficient and structural equation modeling. Statistical analyses were
performed using SPSS version 27 and R version 4.1.1.

Findings

In examining the final model, the direct effects of early maladaptive schemas, self-compassion, and
mindfulness on psychological distress were confirmed (p< 0.05). In addition, the effect of early
maladaptive schemas on all three mediating variables—self-compassion, mindfulness, and emotion
regulation—was also confirmed (p< 0.05). The only non-significant effect was the impact of emotion
regulation on psychological distress (p> 0.05).

The evaluation of all model fit indices presented in Table 1 indicates that all indices were within
acceptable ranges and that the overall model demonstrated an adequate fit. Table 1 presents the results of
the structural relationships test (direct effects).

Table 1. Results of the direct effects based on structural equation modeling (SEM)

Standardized ~ Unstandardized Standard

Type of Effect Cocfficient () Coefficient _ Error  "value  p-value
Early Maladaptive Schemas — Self-Compassion 0.43 0.173 0.028 6.09 <0.001
Early Maladaptive Schemas — Mindfulness -0.42 -0.235 0.043 -5.53 <0.001
Early Maladaptive Schemas — Emotion Regulation 0.34 0.130 0.027 4.74 <0.001
Early Maladaptive Schemas — Psychological 0.19 0.063 0.027 299 0.022

Distress
Self-Compassion — Psychological Distress 0.25 0.205 0.055 3.73 <0.001
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Standardized  Unstandardized Standard

Type of Effect Coefficient (B) Coefficient Error t-value p-value
Mindfulness — Psychological Distress -0.37 -0.215 0.039 -5.45 <0.001
Emotion Regulation — Psychological Distress 0.04 0.035 0.059 0.59 0.558

The results of the direct effects indicated a significant direct effect of early maladaptive schemas on
psychological distress (p< 0.05). The effects of the two mediating variables, self-compassion and
mindfulness, on psychological distress were also confirmed (p< 0.05), whereas the effect of the mediating
variable emotion regulation on psychological distress was not supported (p> 0.05). The strongest direct
effects on psychological distress were related to mindfulness (B= —0.37) and self-compassion (B= 0.25),
respectively. Furthermore, the effect of the independent variable, early maladaptive schemas, on the three
mediating variables—self-compassion, mindfulness, and emotion regulation—was confirmed (p< 0.05).
Table 2 presents the results of the indirect effects test using the bootstrap method.

Table 2. Results of the mediation test for self-compassion, mindfulness, and emotion regulation in the
relationship between early maladaptive schemas and psychological distress
Standardized Unstandardized  Standard

Type of Relationship Coefficient () Coefficient Error z-value  p-value
Early Maladaptive Schemas - 0.107 0.036 0.011 3.34 0.001
Self-Compassion — Psychological Distress
Early Maladaptive Schemas — Mindfulness -0.153 -0.051 0.014 -3.60 <0.001
— Psychological Distress
Early Maladaptive Schemas — Emotion 0.014 0.005 0.008 0.579 0.569

Regulation — Psychological Distress

The results of the mediation analysis (Table 2) showed that self-compassion and mindfulness played
significant mediating roles in the relationship between early maladaptive schemas and psychological
distress (p< 0.05). However, the mediating role of emotion regulation was not supported (p> 0.05). The
largest indirect effect was observed in the mindfulness mediation pathway with a coefficient of —0.153.
Overall, the findings indicate that early maladaptive schemas influence psychological distress both directly
and indirectly through the mediating roles of self-compassion and mindfulness.

Conclusion

The present study examined a structural model explaining the relationship between early maladaptive
schemas and psychological distress in individuals with anxiety disorders, considering the mediating roles of
self-compassion, mindfulness, and emotion regulation. The findings indicated that the model demonstrated
an acceptable fit and that self-compassion and mindfulness significantly mediated the relationship between
early maladaptive schemas and psychological distress (Ameri, 2022; Hafezi & Garavand, 2023). Early
negative life experiences such as abandonment, neglect, and rejection may activate threat systems and
contribute to the development of maladaptive schemas and lower levels of self-compassion, which in turn
increase psychological distress (Sunde et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2024). Consistent with previous research,
self-compassion helps individuals cope with self-criticism and negative internal evaluations, thereby
reducing psychological distress (Neff, 2003; Kawamoto et al., 2023). Mindfulness was also found to reduce
distress by promoting non-judgmental awareness of thoughts and emotions and decreasing over-
identification with maladaptive schemas (Creswell, 2017; Vegllestad et al., 2012). Individuals with higher
levels of mindfulness are better able to regulate dysfunctional thoughts associated with schemas such as
emotional deprivation and mistrust (Thimm, 2017). However, in stressful interpersonal situations, the
activation of automatic schemas may weaken the effectiveness of mindfulness skills (Jalili & Aleyasin,
2025). Although emotion regulation strategies are generally considered important for managing negative
emotions (Gross & Jazaieri, 2014; Hofmann et al., 2016), the mediating role of emotion regulation was not
supported in this study, possibly due to the measurement method and medication use among participants.

The study highlighted several limitations, including reliance on self-report measures and limited
sampling sources, suggesting that future research should examine additional mediating variables and
employ more diverse samples and measurement tools.

Keywords: Anxiety Disorders, Emotional Regulation, Maladaptive Schemas, Psychological Distress, Self-
Compassion.
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