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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of schema therapy and cognitive
behavioral therapy in reducing depressionamong family caregivers of hospitalized
patients with lung cancer. This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest
control-group design with a two-month follow-up. The statistical population
comprised family caregivers of patients with lung cancer hospitalized at Shohada
Hospital in Tehran in 2024. Forty-eight eligible caregivers were selected through
purposive sampling and randomly assigned to schema therapy, cognitive behavioral
therapy, and control groups, with 16 participants in each group. The experimental
groups received eight group-based intervention sessions, whereas the control group
received no intervention. Depression was assessed using the Beck Depression
Inventory at pretest, posttest, and follow-up. Data were analyzed using mixed analysis
of variance and Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons in SPSS version 26. Mixed analysis
of variance indicated significant effects of time, group, and the time-by-group
interaction on depression scores (p<.05). Bonferroni pairwise comparisons
demonstratedthat both schema therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy significantly
reduced depression at posttest and follow-up compared with the control group
(p<.05). A statistically significant difference was also observed between the two
experimental groups. Cognitive behavioral therapy produced a significantly greater
reduction in depression than schema therapy at both posttest and the two-month
follow-up (p<.05). Both schema therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy were
effective in reducing depression among family caregivers of hospitalized patients
with lung cancer. However, cognitive behavioral therapy demonstrated greater
effectiveness and may therefore be considered a suitable structured, short-term
psychological intervention for caregiver-support programs in oncology and hospital
settings.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Lung cancer is a life-threatening condition whose consequences extend beyond the patient’s physical health
and substantially affect the psychological, social, occupational, and economic functioning of the family.
Hospitalization, complex treatment regimens, uncertainty regarding prognosis, recurrent symptoms, and fear
of deterioration frequently place family members in a prolonged state of vigilance. Family caregivers often
assume responsibility for symptom monitoring, treatment follow-up, emotional support, communication with
healthcare professionals, and assistance with daily activities, despite having limited formal training for these
demanding tasks. The caregiving role may therefore disrupt employment, family relationships, leisure
activities, sleep patterns, and personal health. Qualitative evidence indicates that caregivers of patients with
cancer commonly experience uncertainty, role overload, inadequate professional support, emotional isolation,
and difficulty balancing caregiving duties with their own needs (Chin et al., 2025; Sharbafchi et al., 2025).
The accumulation of caregiving demands can result in caregiver burden, a multidimensional condition
involving physical exhaustion, emotional strain, financial pressure, social restriction, and reduced personal
autonomy. When the demands of caregiving exceed available psychological and interpersonal resources,
caregivers may experience diminished competence, helplessness, compassion fatigue, and loss of meaning.
Evidence from caregivers of individuals with chronic illnesses and dementia suggests that caregiving
satisfaction and perceived competence are closely associated with emotional processing, coping patterns, and
the ability to adapt to prolonged stress (Khosravi et al., 2021; Ramezani et al., 2023). These findings are
particularly relevant to caregivers of hospitalized patients with lung cancer, who must cope not only with
chronic responsibility but also with acute changes in the patient’s physical condition.

Depression is one of the most frequent psychological outcomes of sustained caregiving. It may manifest as
persistent sadness, hopelessness, guilt, fatigue, impaired concentration, sleep disturbance, loss of pleasure, and
withdrawal from social activities. Caregivers may feel obligated to remain strong while simultaneously
experiencing fear, grief, anger, and uncertainty. The conflict between perceived responsibility and limited
control over the disease may reinforce self-blame and learned helplessness. Research has demonstrated that
caregiver burden, parental distress, and chronic stress can contribute directly and indirectly to depressive
symptoms, whereas resilience, spirituality, and social resources may reduce their severity (Geschke et al.,
2024; La et al., 2024; Secinti et al., 2024).
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Caregiver depression can also affect the quality of care delivered to the patient. Depressed caregivers may have
less energy for treatment coordination, symptom management, communication, and emotionally responsive
support. Their emotional state may influence the broader family climate and affect the patient’s adjustment to
illness. Studies conducted in pediatric cancer and family emotional contexts have emphasized that caregiver
emotion regulation and emotion socialization are associated with patient adjustment and family functioning
(Guthrie et al., 2025; Qiu & Shum, 2022). Accordingly, psychological intervention for caregivers may have
benefits that extend beyond symptom reduction in the caregiver and contribute to more adaptive interactions
within the family.

Despite these risks, healthcare services frequently prioritize the patient’s medical condition while the
psychological needs of caregivers remain underrecognized. Caregivers may normalize their depressive
symptoms, interpret self-care as selfishness, or avoid seeking help because of time limitations and financial
pressures. Structured psychological interventions that are practical, accessible, and responsive to caregiving
conditions are therefore necessary. Previous research has shown that psychological treatments can improve
quality of life, general health, coping strategies, and emotional adaptation among caregivers of patients with
chronic illnesses (Bani Hashemi et al., 2020; Hosseini et al., 2025).

Cognitive behavioral therapy is one of the most established approaches for depression. It is based on the
assumption that emotional and behavioral responses are influenced by interpretations of events. In caregivers
of patients with cancer, thoughts such as “I am failing the patient,” “nothing can improve,” or “I must control
every outcome” may intensify hopelessness and guilt. Cognitive behavioral therapy addresses these processes
through the identification of automatic thoughts, cognitive restructuring, behavioral activation, problem-
solving training, assertiveness, and the development of more adaptive self-statements. Research has indicated
that cognitive behavioral therapy can reduce perceived stress in family caregivers and increase their sense of
control over difficult caregiving situations (Van Duine, 2024). Its structured, time-limited, and skill-based
nature may be particularly appropriate for caregivers in hospital settings.

Cognitive behavioral interventions may also improve the manner in which caregivers respond to distress within
family relationships. Studies of trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy have highlighted the importance
of caregiver participation, caregiver behaviors, and emotionally regulated responses during therapeutic
processing (Brown et al., 2020; Canale et al., 2022). These findings suggest that cognitive behavioral
techniques may influence not only the caregiver’s internal symptoms but also communication, behavioral
responses, and emotional support provided to the patient.

However, some caregivers may experience distress that is rooted in more enduring cognitive and emotional
patterns. Long-standing beliefs concerning self-sacrifice, unrelenting standards, emotional deprivation,
defectiveness, abandonment, or excessive responsibility may become activated under the pressure of
caregiving. Early maladaptive schemas are pervasive patterns developed through interactions between
temperament and early experiences, and they may intensify psychological wvulnerability in stressful
circumstances (Shayeghian et al., 2011). Schema therapy was developed to address these deeper structures by
integrating cognitive, behavioral, experiential, attachment-based, and Gestalt techniques.

Schema therapy aims to identify and modify maladaptive schemas, coping styles, and schema modes. Through
empathic confrontation, limited reparenting, imagery rescripting, chair work, and strengthening of the healthy
adult mode, caregivers may learn to distinguish healthy responsibility from harmful self-neglect. Schema
therapy also emphasizes the development of positive schemas such as competence, connection, autonomy,
trust, and realistic hope (Videler et al., 2020). This may be particularly relevant for caregivers whose
depressive symptoms are reinforced by entrenched self-criticism or compulsive self-sacrifice.

Research has shown that schema therapy can improve emotional regulation under chronic caregiving stress
and reduce compassion fatigue in family caregivers (Khosravi et al., 2021; Tan et al., 2021). It has also been
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associated with improved caregiving satisfaction and perceived competence in caregivers of patients with
dementia (Ramezani et al., 2023). These findings indicate that schema-focused work may reduce depressive
symptoms by addressing both current emotional difficulties and deeper patterns that shape caregiving
responses.

Evidence from third-wave cognitive behavioral therapies similarly highlights the importance of acceptance,
mindfulness, self-compassion, and emotional flexibility. Reviews of interventions for caregivers of patients
with cancer have reported reductions in psychological distress, anxiety, depression, and caregiver burden
(Hong et al., 2023). Acceptance and commitment therapy has also been found to reduce psychological distress
and fear of cancer recurrence among caregivers (Hosseini et al., 2025). Self-compassion-focused and
mindfulness-based interventions have produced favorable effects on depression, emotional dysregulation, and
caregiving strain (Sadeghi et al., 2024; Spigelmyer et al., 2022). Collectively, these studies suggest that
effective caregiver interventions should address maladaptive thinking, behavioral withdrawal, emotional
avoidance, and self-critical patterns.

Although cognitive behavioral therapy and schema therapy share certain techniques, they differ in therapeutic
depth and focus. Cognitive behavioral therapy primarily targets current cognitions, behaviors, and coping
skills, whereas schema therapy addresses longstanding patterns, unmet emotional needs, and dysfunctional
modes. Cognitive behavioral therapy may therefore produce faster symptom reduction in acute settings, while
schema therapy may generate broader or more durable changes when sufficient treatment time is available.
Direct comparisons of these approaches among family caregivers of hospitalized patients with lung cancer
remain limited. The present study therefore aimed to compare the effectiveness of schema therapy and
cognitive behavioral therapy in reducing depression among family caregivers of hospitalized patients with lung
cancer.

Methods and Materials

The study used a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group and a two-month follow-up.
The statistical population consisted of family caregivers of patients with lung cancer hospitalized at Shohada
Hospital in Tehran during 2024. Eligible participants were identified after administrative coordination with the
hospital and an initial screening interview. Purposive sampling was used to recruit caregivers who met the
study criteria. Initially, 51 individuals were randomly assigned to three groups of 17 participants. Following
attrition, 48 participants completed the study, including 16 in the schema therapy group, 16 in the cognitive
behavioral therapy group, and 16 in the control group.

Eligibility criteria included being the primary family caregiver of a patient with lung cancer, being a first-
degree relative of the patient, having basic literacy, having provided care after at least six months had passed
since the patient’s diagnosis, holding at least a high school diploma, being between 20 and 50 years of age, not
using psychiatric medication, reporting no current psychiatric disorder, not participating in another
psychotherapy program, and having sufficient physical and psychological readiness to complete the
assessments. Exclusion criteria included absence from more than two intervention sessions, withdrawal of
consent, participation in another counseling or psychotherapy program, initiation of psychiatric medication, or
failure to complete the assessments.

Depression was assessed using the Beck Depression Inventory-Il. The instrument contains 21 items scored
from O to 3, producing a total score ranging from 0 to 63, with higher scores indicating greater depressive
severity. Participants completed the instrument at pretest, immediately after the interventions, and 60 days later
during follow-up.

The schema therapy intervention consisted of eight group sessions. Sessions included orientation to schema
concepts, identification of early maladaptive schemas, examination of avoidance and overcompensation,
empathic confrontation, limited reparenting, evaluation of schema-related evidence, imagery and letter-writing
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exercises, identification of punitive and demanding parent modes, strengthening of the healthy adult mode,
and relapse-prevention planning.

The cognitive behavioral therapy intervention also consisted of eight group sessions. It included
psychoeducation concerning the relationship among thoughts, emotions, and behaviors; use of the ABC model;
identification of automatic thoughts and cognitive distortions; Socratic questioning; cognitive restructuring;
self-monitoring; assertiveness; communication skills; behavioral activation; problem solving; identification of
core beliefs; and preparation of a maintenance plan. The control group received no structured psychological
intervention during the study period.

Ethical principles included informed consent, voluntary participation, confidentiality, the right to withdraw
without penalty, protection of personal information, and provision of explanations when participants
encountered difficulties. Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. Descriptive statistics included means and
standard deviations. Inferential analysis was conducted using mixed analysis of variance, with time as the
within-subject factor and group as the between-subject factor. Assumptions of normality, homogeneity of
variances, equality of covariance matrices, and sphericity were examined. Because the assumption of
sphericity was violated, the Greenhouse—Geisser correction was applied. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons
were used to examine pairwise group differences. Statistical significance was set at 0.05.

Findings

The final sample included 48 female caregivers, with 16 participants in each group. The groups were
comparable in mean age. Descriptive findings indicated that depression scores changed minimally across the
three measurements in the control group, whereas substantial reductions were observed from pretest to posttest
in both intervention groups. These reductions were maintained at the two-month follow-up.

The assumptions required for mixed analysis of variance were adequately satisfied, with the exception of
sphericity. The normality tests were nonsignificant, indicating no substantial departure from normal
distribution. Levene’s tests were nonsignificant across the measurement occasions, supporting homogeneity
of variances. Box’s M test was also nonsignificant, indicating equality of covariance matrices. Because
Mauchly’s test showed that the sphericity assumption had not been met, the Greenhouse—Geisser correction
was used.

The mixed analysis of variance demonstrated a statistically significant effect of time on depression scores. A
significant group effect was also found, indicating that overall depression levels differed among the schema
therapy, cognitive behavioral therapy, and control groups. Most importantly, the time-by-group interaction
was statistically significant, showing that the pattern of change in depression differed across the three groups.
Bonferroni pairwise comparisons indicated that both schema therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy
produced significantly greater reductions in depression than the control condition at posttest and follow-up.
The comparison between the two active treatments was also statistically significant. Participants who received
cognitive behavioral therapy demonstrated a greater decline in depressive symptoms than those who received
schema therapy. This difference remained significant at the two-month follow-up. Thus, both interventions
were effective, but cognitive behavioral therapy showed superior short-term and follow-up effectiveness.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that both schema therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy reduced depression
among family caregivers of hospitalized patients with lung cancer. The maintenance of improvement at follow-
up indicates that participants were able to continue using therapeutic skills after the structured sessions had
ended. The absence of comparable improvement in the control group supports the interpretation that the
observed reductions were associated with the interventions rather than the passage of time alone.

The effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy can be explained by its direct focus on processes that
maintain depression. Caregivers frequently experience catastrophic predictions, excessive responsibility, guilt,
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helplessness, and behavioral withdrawal. Through cognitive restructuring, participants learned to evaluate
negative interpretations more realistically. Behavioral activation encouraged reengagement with meaningful
and pleasurable activities, while problem-solving reduced the perception that caregiving difficulties were
uncontrollable. Assertiveness and communication training may also have helped caregivers request support
and distribute responsibilities more effectively.

The greater effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy may reflect the acute and practical needs of
caregivers in a hospital context. These individuals often require immediately applicable strategies for
managing stress, sleep disruption, negative thinking, and daily decision-making. Cognitive behavioral therapy
provides explicit and structured skills that can be used from the initial sessions. Its homework-based format
may have further strengthened the transfer of therapeutic learning to real caregiving situations.

Schema therapy was also effective because caregiving stress can activate deep patterns of self-sacrifice,
perfectionism, emotional deprivation, and self-criticism. Identification of these schemas may have helped
participants recognize that excessive caregiving demands and neglect of personal needs were not inevitab le.
Experiential techniques and work with schema modes may have reduced punitive self-evaluation and increased
healthier forms of self-protection and emotional expression.

Nevertheless, schema therapy produced less change than cognitive behavioral therapy. One explanation is that
eight sessions may not have been sufficient for comprehensive modification of longstanding schemas. Schema
therapy often requires more time for the development of a corrective therapeutic relationship, emotional
processing, and consolidation of the healthy adult mode. Some experiential techniques may initially increase
emotional awareness and distress before producing deeper improvement. Therefore, the lower short-term effect
should not necessarily be interpreted as evidence of limited therapeutic value.

The persistence of improvement at follow-up is clinically meaningful. In the cognitive behavioral therapy
group, continued use of thought records, behavioral activation, and problem-solving may have protected
participants against relapse. In the schema therapy group, increased awareness of dysfunctional modes and
coping responses may have allowed caregivers to respond more adaptively when confronted with new
caregiving stressors.

The study suggests that psychological treatment should be integrated into comprehensive oncology services.
Cognitive behavioral therapy may be particularly suitable as a brief first-line intervention for caregivers
experiencing acute depressive symptoms. Schema therapy may be considered when caregivers demonstrate
entrenched self-sacrifice, chronic self-criticism, emotional deprivation, or recurring maladaptive relationship
patterns. A stepped-care model in which cognitive behavioral strategies are initially offered and schema-
focused work is added when deeper patterns remain unresolved may be especially useful.

In conclusion, schema therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy were both effective in reducing depression
among family caregivers of hospitalized patients with lung cancer, but cognitive behavioral therapy produced
greater improvement at posttest and at the two-month follow-up. The findings support the use of structured
psychological interventions for caregivers and emphasize the importance of selecting treatment approaches
according to the immediacy of symptoms, the caregiving context, and the depth of underlying cognitive and
emotional patterns.
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