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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of schema therapy and short-
term dynamic psychotherapy in reducing depression symptoms and perceived stress
in breast cancer patients. This randomized controlled trial was conducted with three
groups. The study population included female breast cancer patients in Hamedan, of
whom 45 were selected purposively and randomly assigned to schema therapy, short-
term dynamic psychotherapy, and control groups (15 participants each). Both
interventions were delivered in 10 sessions of 90 minutes. Data were collected using
the Beck Depression Inventory-11 (BDI-II) and Cohen’s Perceived Stress Scale (PSS)
at three stages: pre-test, post-test, and a five-month follow-up. Data were analyzed
using repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni and Tukey post-hoc tests in SPSS-
27. The results of repeated measures ANOVA showed significant main effects of
group, time, and group x time interaction for both depression and perceived stress (p
< .001). Bonferroni post-hoc tests indicated that both interventions significantly
reduced depression and perceived stress compared with the control group (p < .001).
Tukey tests further revealed that schema therapy was more effective than short-term
dynamic psychotherapy in reducing both variables (p < .05). The findings suggest
that both schema therapy and short-term dynamic psychotherapy can be considered
effective interventions for reducing depression and perceived stress in breast cancer
patients; however, schema therapy appears to provide stronger and more sustainable
effects.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Depression and perceived stress are among the most prevalent psychological complications in women
diagnosed with breast cancer, influencing their quality of life, treatment adherence, and overall prognosis.
Chronic illness, particularly breast cancer, often precipitates a wide spectrum of emotional reactions ranging
from mild distress to severe depressive episodes. Previous studies highlight the complex interplay between
depressive symptoms, maladaptive cognitive schemas, and difficulties in emotion regulation, suggesting that
addressing these domains can substantially improve patients’ mental health outcomes (Shunchao & Chungiu,
2024).

Schema therapy, developed by Young and colleagues, has emerged as a comprehensive intervention targeting
early maladaptive schemas formed in childhood and perpetuated in adulthood. These schemas function as
pervasive cognitive-emotional patterns that fuel depression, anxiety, and distress in various populations
(Batihan & Kaya, 2024). Empirical evidence supports the effectiveness of schema therapy in reducing
psychological symptoms by restructuring maladaptive schemas and enhancing adaptive coping strategies
(Malekzadeh et al., 2024). For example, schema therapy has been shown to improve cognitive emotion
regulation and behavioral adjustment in mothers of children with learning disabilities (Malekzadeh et al.,
2024). Similarly, it has reduced depression and improved distress tolerance among adolescents facing parental
loss (Fereydooni & Sheykhan, 2024).

Recent findings also indicate that schema therapy outperforms traditional cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT)
and supportive therapy in reducing depressive symptoms in clinical settings (Kopf-Beck et al., 2024).
Mechanisms of change such as enhanced emotion regulation and more secure attachment styles have been
identified as mediators of schema therapy’s effectiveness (Egli et al., 2024). Moreover, the relationship
between early maladaptive schemas and psychopathology has been widely documented; research shows that
maladaptive schemas are strongly associated with depression, anxiety, and even problematic behaviors such
as self-injury and excessive gaming (Babaeifard et al., 2024; Cudo et al., 2024). In the lranian context,
schema therapy has also been validated, with studies confirming its effectiveness in addressing distress, self-
criticism, and self-regulation difficulties (Abbasian Hadadan, 2024; Mohamadi & Jabalameli, 2024).

In parallel, intensive short-term dynamic psychotherapy (ISTDP) has been established as another evidence-
based treatment for depression and stress-related conditions. Rooted in psychodynamic principles, ISTDP
emphasizes resolving unconscious conflicts, reducing reliance on maladaptive defenses, and enabling direct
experiencing of emotions. Meta-analyses and systematic reviews confirm the efficacy of ISTDP in alleviating
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depressive symptoms across diverse populations (Abbass et al., 2023). Clinical trials reveal that ISTDP is
effective even in treatment-resistant depression by reducing negative affect and increasing healthy emotional
expression (Heshmati, 2023).

ISTDP has also been successfully applied in patients with comorbid physical and psychological conditions.
For instance, its use in individuals with irritable bowel syndrome led to significant reductions in both
gastrointestinal symptoms and depressive severity (Hajrezaei et al., 2024). Likewise, coronary artery bypass
patients receiving ISTDP exhibited improved mood and decreased health anxiety (Jafari et al., 2024). Another
study found improvements in object relations, anger, and guilt in women diagnosed with major depressive
disorder (Sarlaki et al., 2024). Moreover, ISTDP has shown promise in enhancing marital satisfaction and
sexual functioning in depressed women (Ziapour et al., 2023). These findings illustrate its relevance for
psychosomatic presentations of stress and depression.

Both schema therapy and ISTDP target core psychological processes but operate through different
mechanisms. While schema therapy reconstructs maladaptive cognitive-emotional patterns, ISTDP focuses on
dismantling unconscious conflicts and enabling emotional processing. Comparative studies suggest that both
treatments are effective, though schema therapy may exert more durable effects (Rezaei et al., 2023).
Importantly, recent literature also underscores the role of emotional schemas and psychological flexibility in
mediating the impact of stress on mental health, highlighting the need for interventions that address
maladaptive schemas and emotional avoidance simultaneously (Sebastiao & Neto, 2024). Mindfulness-based
and emotional schema interventions have further demonstrated efficacy in improving emotion regulation
strategies and reducing perceived stress (Hayatipoor et al., 2024; Talayry & Bavi, 2023).

Despite the growing body of evidence, direct comparisons of schema therapy and ISTDP in the context of
cancer remain scarce. Breast cancer, as the most common malignancy among women in Iran, imposes unique
psychological burdens, making it crucial to evaluate the comparative effectiveness of these therapies within
this cultural and clinical context (Zareei et al., 2024). Hence, this study aimed to compare schema therapy and
short-term dynamic psychotherapy in reducing depression and perceived stress among breast cancer patients
in Hamedan.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a randomized controlled trial design with three groups: schema therapy, short-term
dynamic psychotherapy, and a control group. A total of 45 female breast cancer patients were recruited from
oncology clinics in Hamedan and randomly assigned to the three groups, with 15 participants per group. Both
experimental interventions were delivered in 10 weekly sessions of 90 minutes. Schema therapy followed the
structured protocol proposed by Young, incorporating psychoeducation, cognitive restructuring, experiential
techniques (e.g., imagery rescripting), and behavioral pattern-breaking. ISTDP was delivered based on Malan’s
triangle of conflict and included exploration, clarification, confrontation, and pressure techniques to facilitate
emotional experiencing. The control group received only routine medical care.

Data were collected at three time points—pre-test, post-test, and five-month follow-up—using the Beck
Depression Inventory-11 (BDI-11) and the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS). Statistical analysis was conducted with
SPSS-27. Repeated measures ANOVA was used to test within- and between-group effects, followed by
Bonferroni post-hoc tests for comparisons with the control group and Tukey tests for comparing the two
intervention groups. A significance level of p < .05 was set.

Findings

Descriptive analyses revealed that participants in both intervention groups exhibited reductions in mean
depression and perceived stress scores from pre-test to post-test, with these improvements largely maintained
at follow-up. The control group showed no significant changes across time points.

AR
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Repeated measures ANOVA demonstrated significant main effects of group, time, and group X time
interactions for both depression and perceived stress (p < .001). For depression, the between-group effect was
significant, F(2, 42) = 25.47, p=.001, n?> = .54, while the within-group effect across time was also significant,
F(2,42)=19.64, p=.001,n? = .47. For perceived stress, between-group differences were significant, F(2, 42)
=27.83, p =.001, n?> = .56, as were within-group changes, F(2, 42) =21.72, p=.001, n* = .49.

Post-hoc Bonferroni tests indicated that both schema therapy and ISTDP groups scored significantly lower
than the control group at post-test on depression (Mean Diff = -11.85, p = .001; Mean Diff =-9.93, p =.001)
and perceived stress (Mean Diff = -12.46, p = .001; Mean Diff = -10.37, p = .001). Tukey tests revealed that
schema therapy participants achieved significantly greater reductions in both depression (Mean Diff = -1.92,
p =.042) and perceived stress (Mean Diff = -2.09, p = .038) compared with ISTDP participants.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that both schema therapy and intensive short-term dynamic
psychotherapy are effective interventions for reducing depression symptoms and perceived stress among breast
cancer patients. These results are consistent with prior research supporting the efficacy of schema therapy in
alleviating depression and distress by targeting maladaptive schemas (Egli et al., 2024; Fereydooni &
Sheykhan, 2024; Kopf-Beck et al., 2024; Mohamadi & Jabalameli, 2024). They also align with previous
evidence that ISTDP effectively reduces depressive symptoms and psychosomatic distress (Abbass et al.,
2023; Hajrezaei et al., 2024; Heshmati, 2023; Jafari et al., 2024).

Importantly, the comparative analyses indicated that schema therapy was more effective than ISTDP in
achieving sustained reductions. This advantage may be attributable to schema therapy’s direct restructuring of
deep-rooted maladaptive schemas, providing more durable changes compared with ISTDP’s focus on
unconscious conflicts and emotional experiencing. These findings corroborate earlier work in Iranian
populations where schema therapy showed superior long-term effects relative to psychodynamic approaches
(Rezaei et al., 2023).

Overall, the study suggests that schema therapy and ISTDP are both viable therapeutic options for
psychological care in oncology, with schema therapy offering somewhat stronger and more lasting benefits.
The integration of these approaches into supportive cancer care may improve mental health outcomes,
treatment adherence, and overall quality of life for breast cancer patients.
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