Quarterly of Experimental and Cognitive Psychology, Volume 2, Issue 4

Comparison of the Effectiveness of Schema Therapy and
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on the Dimensions of
Posttraumatic Growth in Students with the Experience of
Romantic Breakup

1. Maryam Parsaei’”: PhD Student, Department of Psychology, Yas.C., Islamic Azad University, Yasuj, Iran

2. Mohammad Malekzadeh'=*: Associate Professor, Yasuj University of Medical Sciences, Social Determinants of

3. Alireza Maredpour

Health Research Center, Yasuj, Iran.

: Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology, Yas.C., Islamic Azad University, Yasuj, Iran

*Corresponding Author’s Email Address: malekzadeh@yums.ac.ir

ol LUCa)

SEBS 959 G-l

S of Roalua il a0 Lol Ivietey

Received: 08 October 2024
Revised: 02 February 2025
Accepted: 08 February 2025
Published: 31 December 2025

BlLioTo
Copyright: © 2025 by the authors.
Published and

under the terms

conditions of  Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0

International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.

Abstract:

Objective: The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Schema Therapy and
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) on dimensions of post-traumatic growth in students
with a history of emotional breakup.

Methods and Materials: This was a quasi-experimental study with a three-group, three-stage
design (pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up). The statistical population consisted of
university students who had experienced emotional failure and were referred to the Counseling
Center of Shiraz University of Medical Sciences in 2022. Forty-five students were purposefully
selected and randomly assigned to three groups: Schema Therapy, ACT, and control (15 in each).
Data collection tools included the Post-Traumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI) and the Love Trauma
Inventory. Each intervention group received ten 60-minute sessions. Data were analyzed using
repeated measures ANOVA, MANCOVA, and Bonferroni post hoc tests.

Findings: The results indicated significant differences between groups in the posttest and follow-
up stages across all dimensions of post-traumatic growth, including change in life priorities,
relationships with others, spiritual connection, new possibilities, and personal strength (p<0.01).
Both intervention groups were significantly more effective than the control group. Additionally, the
ACT group outperformed the Schema Therapy group specifically in the "new possibilities"
dimension.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that both Schema Therapy and ACT are effective in promoting
post-traumatic growth among students with emotional trauma, with ACT showing greater
effectiveness in certain emotional domains.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
Emotional failure resulting from romantic breakups has
become a common psychological challenge among young

adults, especially university students. The emotional

intensity of such experiences can lead to a cascade of
psychological symptoms, including anxiety, depression,
obsessive thoughts, identity confusion, and diminished
personal worth (Ebrahimi et al, 2023; Marashian &

Shahbazi, 2023). In some cases, emotional trauma of this
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nature may evolve into a love trauma syndrome, which
shares features with post-traumatic stress and can impair
social, academic, and relational functioning. However,
recent shifts in trauma-related psychology have brought
attention to post-traumatic growth (PTG), a concept that
suggests individuals may experience positive psychological
transformation following adversity by reevaluating life
priorities, cultivating inner strength, forming deeper
relationships, and finding meaning in suffering (Ezzatpanah
& Latifi, 2019; Kazemipour et al., 2021).

Post-traumatic growth is not an automatic process and
typically requires structured therapeutic intervention to
unfold. Two therapeutic approaches that have shown
promise in fostering PTG are Schema Therapy (ST) and
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). Schema
Therapy, grounded in  cognitive-behavioral and
psychodynamic traditions, aims to identify and modify early
maladaptive schemas that drive dysfunctional emotional and
behavioral patterns (Aliaskari, 2024; Alokandeh, 2024).
Studies suggest that ST effectively reduces emotional
dysregulation, core maladaptive beliefs, and relational
dysfunctions, especially in individuals with depressive and
anxiety disorders (Barooti et al., 2024; Ghasemkhanloo et
al.,, 2022). The schema mode model, particularly its
emphasis on the "healthy adult" mode, is known to restore
internal cohesion and promote resilience after relational
trauma (Yakin & Arntz, 2023; Yin et al., 2022a).

In contrast, ACT emphasizes psychological flexibility
through acceptance of internal experiences, mindfulness,
and committed action aligned with personal values. This
approach helps individuals disengage from unproductive
cognitive content and instead focus on behaviors that
enhance well-being and purpose (Ezzatpanah & Latifi, 2019;
Omidbeygi et al., 2020). ACT is particularly effective in
addressing avoidance patterns and rumination, both of which
are prevalent in those coping with romantic loss. It has been
successfully applied in cases of grief, chronic illness, and

trauma, promoting components of PTG such as life

appreciation and spiritual change (Hepworth, 2025; Kim &
Kagbipos, 2022).

Although both therapies are rooted in different
conceptual frameworks—ST focusing on developmental
cognitive-emotional restructuring and ACT promoting
experiential acceptance—they both target core components
of trauma recovery. Comparative studies show that while
Schema Therapy may be more effective in transforming
long-standing identity patterns, ACT often excels in
promoting behavioral activation and emotional openness
(Khandabi et al., 2024; Moghaddam et al., 2023). Some
research also indicates that ACT's mechanisms of defusion
and values-based action are particularly beneficial for
enhancing post-traumatic growth indicators such as
emotional openness and meaning-making (Seidyousefiet al.,
2024; Soleimani et al., 2024).

Considering the increasing psychological vulnerability of
students experiencing emotional failures, this study aimed to
compare the effectiveness of Schema Therapy and
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy in promoting post-
traumatic growth among this demographic. By evaluating
changes in PTG dimensions—such as personal strength,
spiritual change, new possibilities, appreciation of life, and
improved relationships—this study sought to identify the
relative efficacy and durability of these two widely used
therapeutic interventions.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a quasi-experimental design with
three groups (Schema Therapy, ACT, and control) and three
measurement phases (pretest, posttest, and two-month
follow-up). The study population consisted of university
students who had experienced emotional failure and were
referred to the counseling center of Shiraz University of
Medical Sciences in 2022. Participants were selected using
purposive sampling and screened based on inclusion and
exclusion criteria related to age, trauma duration, and
psychological health.

A total of 45 participants were randomly assigned to one

of the three groups (15 per group). The intervention groups
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received 10 weekly sessions of 60 minutes each. The
Schema Therapy protocol followed the structure by Young
et al., including cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
techniques. The ACT intervention was structured based on
Hayes et al.’s model and included mindfulness, cognitive
defusion, acceptance, and values clarification exercises. The
control group received no intervention during the study
period. The Post-Traumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI) by
Tedeschi and Calhoun was used to assess the five
dimensions of PTG. Data were analyzed using repeated
measures ANOVA, multivariate analysis of covariance
(MANCOVA), and Bonferroni post hoc tests to evaluate
within- and between-group differences.

Findings

The results indicated significant improvements in all
dimensions of post-traumatic growth for both intervention
groups compared to the control group at both posttest and
follow-up phases (p<0.01). Specifically, the Schema
Therapy group showed significant increases in personal
strength, relational improvement, and spiritual change from
pretest to follow-up. Similarly, the ACT group demonstrated
strong gains in appreciation of life, emotional openness (new
possibilities), and spiritual change. Bonferroni post hoc
comparisons showed no significant difference between the
two intervention groups in most PTG dimensions, except for
the "new possibilities" subscale, where the ACT group
outperformed the Schema Therapy group.

Repeated measures ANOVA results confirmed the
sustainability of treatment effects in both intervention
groups over the two-month follow-up. The control group, by
contrast, showed no significant improvement in any PTG
dimension, and some of the initial posttest gains regressed
by follow-up. Effect sizes (Eta squared) for within-group
differences were large in both treatment groups, especially
in the dimensions of emotional openness, spiritual
connection, and personal empowerment.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that both Schema
Therapy and ACT are effective therapeutic approaches for

enhancing post-traumatic growth in students who have
experienced emotional failure. The results align with
previous literature indicating that ST can successfully
transform maladaptive schemas developed from early unmet
emotional needs, allowing individuals to reframe traumatic
relational events and regain a sense of control, self-worth,
and connectedness. ACT, on the other hand, supports
individuals in reframing their emotional suffering through
acceptance, mindfulness, and value-driven action, thereby
enabling the emergence of emotional flexibility and
psychological resilience.

The observed superiority of ACT in fostering the “new
possibilities” dimension of PTG can be interpreted in light
of its emphasis on present-moment awareness and
committed action. These core processes empower
individuals to redefine themselves outside of their trauma
narratives and pursue new goals, relationships, or
perspectives. While ST facilitates deep cognitive-emotional
restructuring, its impact on behavioral change may be less
immediate than ACT, which directly targets action and
values implementation.

Nevertheless, the similarities in effectiveness between the
two therapies highlight their complementary strengths in
trauma recovery. ST is particularly beneficial in resolving
entrenched emotional schemas that perpetuate distress
following relational loss, while ACT enhances openness to
experience and encourages the integration of difficult
emotions into meaningful life pursuits. Together, these
findings suggest that both therapeutic modalities can play
crucial roles in post-traumatic recovery, especially when
tailored to the specific cognitive-emotional profile of the
individual.

In conclusion, integrating Schema Therapy and ACT in
clinical practice for emotionally distressed students offers a
robust strategy for fostering long-term psychological well-
being. The current study contributes to the growing body of
research emphasizing the transformative potential of
structured psychotherapies in promoting not only symptom

reduction but also positive psychological growth. Given the
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high prevalence of emotional trauma among young adults, adopting evidence-based interventions like ST and ACT to

mental health services in university settings should consider address this critical need.
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