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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of schema therapy in improving
executive function and reducing anxiety sensitivity in women victimized by sexual
assault. This research employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a
two-month follow-up and control group. The statistical population included women
who had experienced sexual assault and sought psychological services in Tehran in
2024. Thirty participants were selected through convenience sampling and randomly
assigned to experimental and control groups. The experimental group received ten
90-minute sessions of schema therapy, while the control group received no
intervention. Data were collected using the Anxiety Sensitivity Index, Wisconsin
Card Sorting Test for executive function, and Emotional Schema Therapy
Questionnaire. Repeated measures ANOVA was conducted using SPSS-26. Results
indicated a significant improvement in executive function and a significant reduction
in anxiety sensitivity among women in the experimental group compared with the
control group (P<0.001). The effect of time and the interaction between time and
group were also significant for both variables. Follow-up results confirmed that the
therapeutic effects persisted over time. Effect sizes ranged between 0.65 and 0.78,
reflecting strong treatment efficacy. Schema therapy effectively enhances cognitive
flexibility and executive functioning while reducing anxiety sensitivity in women
who have experienced sexual assault. By addressing maladaptive schemas and
promoting emotional awareness and cognitive restructuring, this approach empowers
women to manage distress and regulate emotions more effectively. Therefore, schema
therapy can be recommended as a valuable intervention in clinical and supportive
programs for female survivors of sexual trauma.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Sexual assault is among the most devastating forms of violence against women, leading to long-lasting
psychological, emotional, and cognitive consequences (Dutton, 2019; Heise et al., 2019). It is estimated that
one in three women globally experiences physical or sexual violence at least once in their lifetime, with a
higher prevalence in developing societies (Black et al., 2011; Costa & Botelheiro, 2021). Beyond its
immediate physical trauma, sexual assault deeply undermines self-esteem, personal safety, and emotional
regulation, leaving victims vulnerable to anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress (Gracia et al., 2020;
Walker, 2017).
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From a cognitive-behavioral perspective, sexual trauma activates maladaptive schemas—deeply rooted
cognitive-emotional patterns formed through adverse experiences—which shape how individuals perceive
themselves and their environment (Leahy, 2019; Young et al., 2003). These early maladaptive schemas
contribute to chronic hyperarousal, distorted self-evaluation, and avoidance behaviors that maintain emotional
distress (Krahé, 2018; R. L. Leahy, 2016). For many survivors, anxiety sensitivity—the tendency to interpret
bodily sensations of anxiety as dangerous—is a core maintaining factor in post-traumatic adjustment (Jafari
Goloche et al., 2024). Individuals with heightened anxiety sensitivity often catastrophize normal physiological
responses (e.g., rapid heartbeat, sweating), thereby reinforcing avoidance and fear-based cognition (Morvaridi
Farimani, 2017).

In recent years, schema therapy, particularly emotional schema therapy, has gained attention as an integrative
approach combining elements of cognitive-behavioral, experiential, and attachment-based models (Leahy,
2018). It focuses on identifying, challenging, and modifying maladaptive schemas and emotional patterns to
promote cognitive flexibility and emotional awareness (R. Leahy, 2016; Leahy, 2019). Studies have
demonstrated its efficacy in treating disorders characterized by emotional dysregulation and chronic
interpersonal distress, such as borderline personality disorder and generalized anxiety disorder (Rahmati et
al., 2021; Sardaripour & Zare, 2023). Schema therapy assists clients in recognizing how deep-seated beliefs
distort emotion processing, leading to improved emotional regulation, problem-solving, and interpersonal
functioning (Asgari & Goodarzi, 2019; Keyvanlo et al., 2022).

Trauma exposure, such as sexual assault, has also been linked to impaired executive functions—a set of higher-
order cognitive abilities involved in planning, goal setting, attention control, and behavioral inhibition. Victims
often struggle with organizing tasks, regulating impulses, and adapting to stressors due to sustained
hyperactivation of emotional networks (Costa & Botelheiro, 2021; Keshavarz Mohammadian et al., 2022).
This impairment, coupled with increased anxiety sensitivity, limits coping capacity and perpetuates
psychological vulnerability. Consequently, therapeutic interventions that address both emotional and cognitive
domains are essential for recovery. Schema therapy, by promoting cognitive restructuring and emotional
insight, appears particularly suitable for survivors of sexual trauma (Erfan et al., 2024; Jafari Goloche et al.,
2024).

In Iran, domestic research similarly highlights the prevalence of sexual and domestic violence and its
detrimental effects on women’s mental health (Banaee, 2017; Faramarzi & Pasha, 2018). Cultural
stigmatization often prevents survivors from seeking help, resulting in chronic emotional suppression and
persistence of maladaptive coping patterns (Saeidi et al., 2020). Schema therapy, by providing a structured
and empathetic framework for confronting painful emotions and reshaping cognitive narratives, may serve as
an effective tool in the rehabilitation process (Nameni & Shahabi, 2020; Yakobson & Servatyari, 2022).
Empirical evidence supports this notion: Zare and Safarzadeh (Zare & Safarzadeh, 2021) found that schema
therapy enhanced emotional regulation and resilience among women victims of violence, while Mohammadi
et al. (Mohammadi et al., 2019) demonstrated its impact on reducing psychological distress and emotional
dysregulation in divorced women.

Given this background, the present study aimed to examine the effectiveness of schema therapy on executive
function and anxiety sensitivity among women victimized by sexual assault. The central hypothesis posited that
schema therapy would lead to significant improvements in executive function and reductions in anxiety
sensitivity relative to a control group.

Methods and Materials
This study employed a quasi-experimental design using a pretest—posttest—follow-up structure with a control
group. The statistical population consisted of women who had experienced sexual assault and were referred to
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psychological support centers in Tehran in 2024. Thirty participants were selected through convenience
sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (15 in each).

Inclusion criteria comprised informed consent, minimum education at the secondary level, absence of
psychiatric medication affecting mood or cognition, and no participation in similar psychological interventions
in the preceding three months. Exclusion criteria included missing more than two sessions, comorbid severe
psychiatric disorders, or voluntary withdrawal. Ethical principles such as confidentiality, voluntary
participation, and the right to withdraw were strictly observed.

The experimental group underwent ten 90-minute sessions of schema therapy, conducted weekly. The
intervention covered schema assessment, psychoeducation, cognitive and emotional restructuring, and
behavioral pattern breaking. The control group received no intervention during the study period but was offered
counseling services afterward.

Measurement instruments included: (1) the Anxiety Sensitivity Index (ASI) to assess anxiety-related
interpretations, (2) the Wisconsin Card Sorting Test (WCST) to evaluate executive functioning, and (3) an
emotional schema therapy questionnaire to track cognitive-emotional changes. Data were analyzed using
repeated-measures ANOVA in SPSS-26.

Findings

The participants’ mean age was 43.40 + 3.92 years in the experimental group and 44.07 + 4.49 years in the
control group, showing no significant demographic differences. The results of repeated-measures ANOVA
revealed a statistically significant difference between the groups regarding both executive function and anxiety
sensitivity.

Specifically, executive function scores in the experimental group improved from the pretest (M = 43.40, SD =
3.92) to posttest (M = 50.92, SD = 3.56) and remained stable at follow-up (M =51.87, SD = 3.60). In contrast,
the control group showed minimal change across measurements (pretest M = 44.07; posttest M = 44.49; follow-
up M =44.12).

Anxiety sensitivity scores decreased significantly in the experimental group—from pretest (M = 65.33, SD =
4.56) to posttest (M =53.11, SD = 3.88), and remained low at follow-up (M = 52.87, SD = 3.70)—while the
control group exhibited no notable change.

All assumptions of normality, variance homogeneity, and sphericity were met. Significant effects were found
for time (p = 0.001), group (p = 0.001 for executive function, p = 0.024 for anxiety sensitivity), and the time
x group interaction (p = 0.001). Effect sizes ranged from 0.65 to 0.78, indicating strong treatment effects.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirmed that schema therapy significantly enhanced executive function and reduced anxiety
sensitivity among women traumatized by sexual assault. These results support the theoretical premise that
modifying maladaptive schemas improves both emotional regulation and cognitive control. By restructuring
core beliefs related to vulnerability, shame, and helplessness, schema therapy helps individuals regain a sense
of agency and cognitive clarity.

The improvement in executive functioning suggests that participants developed greater cognitive flexibility,
self-regulation, and planning abilities. This aligns with previous studies indicating that schema-based
interventions can restore prefrontal executive control by reducing emotional hyperarousal and promoting
cognitive restructuring. Survivors of sexual trauma often experience persistent overactivation of the limbic
system, impairing working memory and decision-making. Schema therapy, through repeated cognitive and
emotional exercises, enables reorganization of thought processes and fosters more adaptive coping strategies.
Similarly, the observed reduction in anxiety sensitivity highlights the therapeutic value of reframing
catastrophic interpretations of anxiety symptoms. Women who had previously viewed physiological arousal
as threatening learned to perceive these sensations as manageable responses to stress. Such cognitive reframing
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breaks the self-reinforcing cycle of fear and avoidance that maintains anxiety disorders. The experiential and
cognitive techniques of schema therapy—such as imagery rescripting and cognitive dialogue between healthy
and maladaptive self-states—Ilikely facilitated this outcome by transforming automatic fear responses into
reflective awareness.

The present results also converge with prior research demonstrating the effectiveness of emotional schema
therapy in reducing emotional distress and improving emotional awareness (Erfan et al., 2024; Jafari Goloche
et al., 2024; Sardaripour & Zare, 2023). By teaching patients to identify, label, and accept emotions without
judgment, the therapy strengthens self-compassion and emotional intelligence. This process is particularly
important for survivors of sexual assault, whose experiences often trigger maladaptive schemas of
defectiveness and mistrust. Schema therapy’s emphasis on empathic confrontation and reparenting enables
victims to reconstruct a secure emotional base and reestablish self-worth.

From a neuropsychological perspective, the gains in executive functioning can be interpreted as outcomes of
improved emotion regulation and cognitive integration. As emotional distress decreases, prefrontal cortical
functions—responsible for decision-making and inhibitory control—can operate more effectively. Thus,
emotional schema modification indirectly enhances cognitive performance by reducing neural interference
from anxiety and trauma memories.

Beyond individual outcomes, the findings carry broader implications for trauma-informed psychotherapy in
culturally conservative contexts. In Iran and similar societies, women victims of sexual violence often
encounter stigma that silences their experiences. Schema therapy provides a structured, nonjudgmental
environment for expressing and processing repressed emotions while addressing the cognitive distortions that
perpetuate self-blame. This culturally adaptable framework allows clinicians to respect sociocultural
sensitivities while promoting psychological empowerment.

In conclusion, schema therapy proved to be a powerful intervention for improving both cognitive and
emotional domains among women victimized by sexual assault. It effectively addressed two interrelated
dimensions—executive dysfunction and anxiety sensitivity—by integrating cognitive restructuring, emotional
processing, and behavioral change. Through this comprehensive approach, survivors regained mental
flexibility, emotional stability, and a renewed sense of control over their lives. The present study underscores
the therapeutic relevance of schema therapy as a trauma-focused, emotion-integrative treatment that bridges
cognitive and affective healing.

Future research should expand this investigation through larger, more diverse samples and longitudinal follow-
ups to examine the durability of these effects. Moreover, integrating schema therapy with mindfulness or
narrative-based methods may further enhance trauma recovery outcomes. Ultimately, schema therapy holds
promise as both a clinical intervention and a rehabilitative framework for restoring psychological health and
executive competence in survivors of sexual assault.
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