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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of schema therapy and emotion-
focused therapy on feelings of rejection and nightmares in individuals affected by marital infidelity.

Methods and Materials: The research method was quasi-experimental with a pretest-posttest
control group design. The statistical population included individuals affected by marital infidelity
in Tehran, from which 30 participants were selected using convenience sampling and randomly
assigned to two experimental groups and one control group. The experimental groups received
interventions of schema therapy and emotion-focused therapy in 10 sessions of 90 minutes each,
while the control group received no intervention. The results were analysed using ANOVA via
SPSS-23.

Findings: The findings indicated that both intervention methods led to improvements in feelings of
rejection and reductions in nightmares; however, schema therapy had a greater effect on these
variables. The results suggest that schema therapy, by modifying early maladaptive schemas, can
reduce feelings of rejection and improve nightmares.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
Marital infidelity the

psychologically distressing interpersonal traumas, often

constitutes one of most
triggering profound emotional turmoil. Individuals affected
by such betrayals commonly experience heightened feelings
of rejection, emotional insecurity, depressive symptoms, and
severe sleep disturbances such as recurrent nightmares
(Adlparvar et al., 2021). Among these reactions, rejection is
particularly detrimental, as it stems from shattered trust and
unmet core emotional needs, leading to a deep psychological
wound (Faustino, 2020). Repeated experiences of rejection
may impair emotional regulation and self-esteem, while
significantly contributing to the onset of nightmare-related
sleep disorders (Schredl et al., 2021; Scott et al., 2017).

Nightmares, especially those following interpersonal
trauma like infidelity, typically carry intense emotional
content, manifesting as fear, helplessness, or dread, and may
result in fragmented sleep and disrupted psychological
recovery (Roepke et al, 2013). These disturbances
exacerbate daytime anxiety and emotional instability
(Pruiksma et al., 2015). Thus, psychotherapeutic approaches
capable of addressing both early maladaptive schemas and
dysregulated emotional processing may be particularly
effective for this population.

Schema Therapy (ST), as an integrative model, targets
early maladaptive schemas rooted in childhood experiences
and relational traumas. These schemas become reactivated
in adulthood through interpersonal interactions, perpetuating
maladaptive emotional patterns such as chronic rejection
(Faustino & Vasco, 2020). Through cognitive, emotional,
and behavioral techniques, ST facilitates the re-evaluation of
schema origins, promotes healthier coping strategies, and
aims to reconstruct deeply ingrained patterns (Dehestani &
Azizi 2018). Evidence suggests that ST is effective in
reducing both emotional symptoms and associated
physiological complaints such as nightmares (Afsar et al.,

2021; Khandabi et al., 2024).

VY-

Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT), by contrast,
emphasizes the exploration and integration of emotional
experiences. It assists clients in identifying suppressed
emotions and developing adaptive emotional regulation,
fostering relational healing and psychological resilience
(Moeeni et al.,, 2022; Zohrabniya et al., 2021). EFT
encourages individuals to process core emotional
experiences such as grief, shame, fear, and anger in a safe
therapeutic  environment  (Faustino, 2020), thereby
improving emotional coherence and reducing nightmare
intensity (Ahmadi et al., 2024; Amini et al., 2023).

The relative efficacy of ST versus EFT has garnered
scholarly attention, with some studies highlighting the depth
of ST in addressing core cognitive-emotional patterns, while
others affirm the utility of EFT in regulating acute emotional
distress (Letafati Beris et al., 2021; Sheikhzadeh & Gol Aflak,
2023). In contexts such as post-infidelity trauma, integrated
or comparative evaluations of these therapies can inform
best practices. For example, research has shown that ST is
particularly impactful in reducing divorce intent among
military couples (Panahi Far et al., 2023) and more effective
than EFT in shifting attitudes toward infidelity (Khandabi et
al., 2024).

Additionally, studies indicate that ST facilitates greater
schema-level transformations in emotionally burdened
individuals, while EFT enhances short-term emotional
regulation and expression, both potentially contributing to
improvements in sleep patterns (Schredl et al., 2021; Scott
et al, 2017). Given the profound psychological
consequences of infidelity, this study was designed to
compare the effectiveness of schema therapy and emotion-
focused therapy in reducing feelings of rejection and
nightmare frequency in affected individuals.

Methods and Materials

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest-
posttest-follow-up design with a control group. The
statistical population comprised women in Tehran who had

experienced marital infidelity and sought psychological
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services in 2025. Based on Cohen’s formula with a
confidence level of 95%, effect size of 0.30, and power of
0.83, the required sample size was calculated at 12 per group,
increased to 15 to accommodate potential attrition. Thus, 45
eligible participants were selected via convenience sampling
and randomly allocated to two experimental groups (schema
therapy and emotion-focused therapy) and one control
group.

Inclusion criteria consisted of experiencing marital
infidelity within the past year, willingness to attend sessions,
at least a middle school education, no psychiatric medication
use, and no recent psychological interventions. Exclusion
criteria included missing more than two sessions, developing
acute psychiatric conditions during treatment, concurrent
participation in other therapeutic programs, or withdrawal
from the study.

Data collection involved the Perceived Rejection Scale
(MacDonald & Leary, 2005) and the DDNSI (Disturbing
Dream and Nightmare Severity Index) developed by
Krakow et al. (2002), both validated for the Iranian
population with acceptable Cronbach’s alpha coefficients.

The schema therapy group received 10 sessions covering
maladaptive schema identification, cognitive restructuring,
emotional processing, and behavioral coping. The EFT
group also underwent 10 sessions focusing on emotional
awareness, expression, regulation techniques, and relational
processing.

Data were analyzed using SPSS-23. Repeated measures
ANOVA was employed to examine group, time, and
interaction effects. The Shapiro-Wilk, Mauchly’s test, and
Levene’s test verified statistical assumptions.

Findings

Initial demographic analysis confirmed no significant
differences in age or gender distribution across the three
groups (P > 0.05), ensuring group homogeneity. Subsequent
analysis revealed significant reductions in both feelings of
rejection and nightmare intensity in the schema therapy and

EFT groups compared to the control group.

Y

Descriptive statistics showed a notable decline in
perceived rejection scores post-intervention and at follow-up
for the schema therapy group (pretest M = 40.4, posttest M
= 29.3, follow-up M = 30.9), with similar trends in the EFT
group (pretest M = 41.1, posttest M = 29.1, follow-up M =
30.7). The control group’s scores remained relatively
unchanged.

Nightmare severity also decreased substantially in the
schema therapy group (pretest M = 42.8, posttest M = 30.2,
follow-up M = 32.1) and EFT group (pretest M = 41.5,
posttest M = 28.7, follow-up M = 29.4), while the control
group showed minimal change.

Repeated measures ANOVA confirmed significant main
effects for time (P < 0.001) and group (P < 0.01), with
significant interaction effects between time and group (P <
0.01), suggesting that the improvements were attributable to
the therapeutic interventions. For feelings of rejection,
22.7% of the variance was attributed to time, and 17.2% to
the time-group interaction. For nightmares, 75.5% of
variance was attributed to time, and 51.8% to the interaction.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results clearly demonstrate that both schema therapy
and emotion-focused therapy were effective in significantly
reducing feelings of rejection and nightmare intensity among
individuals affected by marital infidelity. However, schema
therapy outperformed emotion-focused therapy on both
outcomes, suggesting that it provides a more comprehensive
and lasting intervention for individuals dealing with core
cognitive-emotional disruptions stemming from betrayal.

The superior outcomes associated with schema therapy
may be explained by its deeper focus on developmental
origins of maladaptive schemas, enabling lasting cognitive-
emotional transformation. By addressing entrenched beliefs
and facilitating schema reconstruction through cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral modalities, participants in the
schema therapy group achieved more substantial
improvements. These results underscore the therapy’s

potential to foster emotional healing and regulate sleep
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patterns by altering deeply rooted cognitive-affective
frameworks.
While emotion-focused therapy also yielded significant

benefits—particularly in emotional regulation and

expression—its  improvements  were  slightly  less

pronounced. This may reflect the therapy’s emphasis on in-
the-moment emotional processing rather than addressing
EFT’s role in

core cognitive patterns. Nonetheless,

enhancing emotional resilience and fostering healthy
expression remains critical, especially in the initial stages of
post-traumatic recovery.

These findings reinforce the therapeutic value of both
schema-focused and emotion-based approaches in
addressing complex relational traumas. They highlight the

potential of schema therapy to yield durable change by

\YY

transforming internalized cognitive-affective
representations, while also validating the relevance of EFT
in managing emotional dysregulation. Integrating both
methods could offer a synergistic effect, optimizing recovery
trajectories.

Overall, this study contributes valuable insights into post-
infidelity therapeutic strategies, supporting the application
of schema therapy as a primary intervention while also
recognizing the complementary benefits of emotion-focused
therapy. Clinicians working with this population are
encouraged to tailor their approaches based on clients’
needs—utilizing schema therapy to address deep-seated
patterns and emotion-focused therapy to facilitate adaptive

emotional processing.
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