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The Effectiveness of Schema Mode Therapy on Agreeableness and Ambivalence in
Emotional Expressivity among Individuals with Narcissistic Personality Disorder
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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of schema mode therapy in improving
agreeableness and reducing ambivalence in emotional expressivity among individuals with
narcissistic personality disorder. This quasi-experimental study utilized a pretest—posttest
design with a two-month follow-up and control group. The statistical population included
individuals diagnosed with narcissistic personality disorder who attended counseling centers
in Shiraz during 2023-2024. Sixty participants were selected using purposive sampling,
screened through structured clinical interviews (SCID-I and SCID-II), and randomly assigned
to experimental and control groups (n=30 each). The experimental group received twelve 60-
minute weekly sessions of schema mode therapy, while the control group received no
intervention. Instruments included the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI-16), the
Emotional Expressivity Questionnaire (EEQ), and the Agreeableness subscale of the NEO
Personality Inventory. Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni
post-hoc tests. Significant between-group differences were found in positive emotional
expressivity, intimacy, negative emotional expressivity, and agreeableness (p<0.05). The
experimental group showed marked increases in positive expressivity, intimacy, and
agreeableness, and a significant reduction in negative emotional expressivity compared to the
control group. These improvements remained stable at follow-up. Schema mode therapy
effectively enhanced emotional expressivity, reduced emotional ambivalence, and improved
agreeableness among individuals with narcissistic personality disorder by restructuring

maladaptive modes and strengthening the Healthy Adult mode.

Keywords: Schema mode therapy; narcissistic personality disorder; agreeableness;

emotional expressivity; emotional ambivalence
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD) is a pervasive and complex psychological condition characterized by
grandiosity, an excessive need for admiration, and a marked lack of empathy. Individuals with this disorder
display fragile self-esteem and heightened sensitivity to criticism, often oscillating between feelings of
superiority and deep vulnerability (Dimaggio, 2022). Within the cognitive-behavioral framework, schema
theory provides a comprehensive understanding of such personality pathology by linking early maladaptive
schemas—formed during unmet emotional needs in childhood—to enduring emotional and behavioral
dysfunctions in adulthood (Koppers et al., 2021; Yakin et al., 2020).

Schema Therapy (ST), especially in its mode-based version, emphasizes the role of schema modes—moment-
to-moment emotional and cognitive states—as the primary mechanisms underlying dysfunctional personality
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patterns. According to Young’s model, maladaptive modes such as the Vulnerable Child, Punitive Parent, and
Self-Aggrandizer dominate the inner experience of narcissistic individuals, resulting in defensive emotional
regulation, distorted interpersonal perception, and ambivalence in emotional expressivity (Boecking et al.,
2024; Yakin et al., 2020). The Schema Mode Therapy (SMT) approach focuses on identifying, confronting,
and transforming these modes through experiential and cognitive restructuring techniques that foster the
activation of the Healthy Adult mode, allowing greater emotional integration and interpersonal empathy
(Alokandeh, 2024; Farmanbar, 2023).

Recent studies have underscored the significance of schema modes in explaining emotional dysregulation and
interpersonal problems in personality disorders. For instance, (Salgo et al., 2021) demonstrated that
maladaptive modes are inversely related to mindfulness, self-compassion, and emotion regulation, whereas the
development of adaptive modes correlates with emotional balance. Similarly, (van der Linde et al., 2023)
found that individuals with complex personality disorders exhibit heightened maladaptive schemas and coping
styles that mediate their interpersonal distress.

Emotional expressivity—defined as the ability to convey emotions appropriately and openly—is often
impaired in individuals with NPD. These individuals display ambivalence in emotional expression, oscillating
between exaggerated affect displays to gain attention and emotional inhibition to avoid vulnerability (Ghadiani
& Hosseini, 2020; Hadiyan et al., 2023). Such ambivalence impairs intimacy, communication, and adaptive
social functioning. Schema modes play a critical role in this dynamic, as dysfunctional modes distort how
emotions are experienced and expressed. Addressing these modes through schema therapy can potentially
restore emotional coherence and promote healthier interpersonal expression (Farmanbar, 2023).

Another key construct in understanding NPD is agreeableness, one of the Big Five personality dimensions
that reflects the tendency toward empathy, cooperation, and prosocial behavior. Low agreeableness in
narcissistic individuals manifests as arrogance, hostility, and competitive attitudes (Zabeti & Jafari, 2018).
Previous research has revealed that schema therapy can enhance self-awareness and empathy, leading to
improved interpersonal relationships (Khodabandelow et al., 2018). Moreover, (Karimi et al., 2024)
identified early maladaptive schemas as mediators between childhood trauma and the development of
narcissistic traits, suggesting that modifying these schemas through SMT can improve emotional
responsiveness and social adjustment.

Studies comparing schema therapy with other therapeutic models have highlighted its superior efficacy in
personality disorders. (Rahnemaee & Asadi, 2022) compared psychoanalysis and schema therapy in treating
NPD and found that schema therapy more effectively reduced narcissistic defenses and enhanced self-
awareness. (Niknam & Rikhtegar, 2022) further demonstrated that schema modes and emotional
manipulation tendencies significantly influence relationship quality, implying that targeting maladaptive
modes can improve interpersonal functioning.

In light of these theoretical and empirical insights, the present study aimed to examine the effectiveness of
schema mode therapy on agreeableness and ambivalence in emotional expressivity among individuals
diagnosed with narcissistic personality disorder. It was hypothesized that the therapy would significantly
increase agreeableness, enhance positive emotional expression and intimacy, and reduce negative emotional
expressivity and ambivalence in the experimental group compared to the control group.

Methods and Materials

The research employed a quasi-experimental design with two groups (experimental and control) and three
measurement phases: pre-test, post-test, and two-month follow-up. The statistical population consisted of
individuals diagnosed with narcissistic personality disorder who attended counseling centers in Shiraz during
2023-2024. A total of 60 eligible participants were selected through purposive sampling and confirmed via
clinical interviews based on DSM-5 criteria using the Structured Clinical Interview for Axis | and Il Disorders
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(SCID-1 and SCID-I1). Participants were randomly assigned to either the experimental or control group, with
30 individuals in each.

Inclusion criteria included a minimum education level of secondary school, consent to participate, diagnosis
of NPD without comorbid severe psychiatric disorders, and no concurrent psychotherapy or hospitalization.
Exclusion criteria included missing more than three therapy sessions, incomplete questionnaire responses, or
receiving other treatments during the study.

The experimental group underwent twelve 60-minute weekly sessions of schema mode therapy based on
Young’s protocol (2006), while the control group received no intervention during the same period but was
later offered a brief psychoeducational workshop. The intervention sessions addressed the identification and
restructuring of maladaptive modes, awareness of emotional triggers, cognitive reframing, imagery rescripting,
and strengthening of the Healthy Adult mode through experiential and behavioral exercises.

Data collection instruments included the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI-16) and the Emotional
Expressivity Questionnaire (EEQ), which measure different dimensions of emotional expression, and an
Agreeableness Scale extracted from the NEO Personality Inventory. Data were analyzed using SPSS-26
software through repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post-hoc tests.

Findings

The descriptive results indicated that the experimental group showed substantial improvements across post-
test and follow-up phases compared to the control group. Mean scores of positive emotional expressivity in
the experimental group increased from 17.47 (SD=2.80) in the pre-test to 22.37 (SD=2.44) in the post-test and
remained stable at 21.63 (SD=2.63) during follow-up. Similarly, intimacy expression rose from 13.33
(SD=2.56) to 17.07 (SD=2.10) and 16.97 (SD=2.18) across the same periods. Conversely, negative emotional
expressivity declined from 12.40 (SD=3.32) to 8.71 (SD=2.45) in the post-test and slightly increased to 9.25
(SD=2.13) at follow-up, reflecting sustained improvement.

Regarding agreeableness, mean scores in the experimental group improved from 22.50 (SD=4.98) to 28.63
(SD=4.98) in the post-test and remained stable at 28.20 (SD=4.82) at follow-up, whereas the control group’s
scores showed minimal change across measurements.

The between-subject effects analysis revealed statistically significant differences between groups for all
variables: positive emotional expressivity (F=17.368, p=0.001), intimacy expression (F=32.665, p=0.001),
negative emotional expressivity (F=16.312, p=0.001), and agreeableness (F=4.640, p=0.035). Bonferroni post-
hoc tests confirmed that all differences between the experimental and control groups were significant at p<0.05.
The results demonstrated a consistent pattern of increased adaptive emotional expression and interpersonal
functioning in the experimental group following the intervention.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study confirm that schema mode therapy is effective in improving emotional expressivity
and agreeableness among individuals with narcissistic personality disorder. The observed increase in positive
emotional expression and intimacy and the reduction in negative emotions suggest that the intervention
facilitated emotional regulation and reduced ambivalence in emotional communication. By working directly
with schema modes, the therapy allowed participants to identify their maladaptive emotional states, connect
with suppressed feelings of vulnerability, and cultivate adaptive responses through the Healthy Adult mode.
These findings align with previous studies demonstrating that schema-focused interventions produce
significant emotional and interpersonal changes in patients with personality pathology. The therapeutic process
of recognizing and reframing schema modes likely improved participants’ capacity for empathy, tolerance,
and emotional authenticity. The enhancement of agreeableness can be interpreted as a sign of growing
interpersonal sensitivity and cooperative behavior, which are typically impaired in narcissistic individuals.
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Strengthening the Healthy Adult mode may have reduced self-centeredness and defensive behaviors, enabling
more flexible and socially responsive interaction patterns.

The results also provide empirical support for theoretical models emphasizing that maladaptive schemas and
modes mediate the relationship between early emotional experiences and adult personality dysfunction. The
modification of these schemas in therapy contributes to sustained emotional balance and interpersonal
adaptability. Moreover, the maintenance of therapeutic gains at follow-up indicates that the cognitive-
emotional restructuring achieved through mode work leads to durable change rather than temporary symptom
relief.

The decline in negative emotional expressivity suggests improved emotional tolerance and a reduction in
reactivity, which are central goals in treating narcissistic pathology. By addressing the underlying emotional
vulnerability masked by grandiose defenses, schema mode therapy allowed participants to experience and
express emotions more congruently with their internal states. Such changes are critical for building authentic
relationships and fostering psychological integration.

From a broader perspective, the current findings highlight the potential of schema mode therapy as an
integrative framework that targets both emotional and interpersonal dimensions of personality disorders. Its
focus on experiential techniques, empathy building, and imagery-based restructuring provides a deeper
corrective experience that extends beyond cognitive insight.
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