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Obesity is a chronic health condition associated with numerous physical and psychological

complications (Singh et al., 2023). Research in this area indicates a significant relationship
between emotional factors and obesity, suggesting that psychological states such as anxiety

and depression contribute to maladaptive eating patterns and may exacerbate weight gain
(Uysal et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2024). When individuals lack effective cognitive emotion
regulation strategies, they may struggle to evaluate and cope with stressful situations

appropriately and instead resort to maladaptive coping behaviors such as emotional eating
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in response to negative emotions including stress, loneliness, boredom, and anxiety, etc.
(McDonald et al., 2023).

Evidence suggests that deficits in emotion regulation are significant predictors of overeating
behaviors among individuals with obesity. These difficulties may manifest in patterns such as
emotional eating, impulsive eating, and reduced inhibitory control over food intake (Khanjani et
al., 2024). Because intense emotional states can diminish cognitive control, and eating regulation
is largely governed by cognitive processes, poor emotion management may further intensify
maladaptive eating behaviors (Arexis et al., 2023).

Given the considerable psychological burden associated with obesity, many individuals seek
therapeutic approaches that address the underlying psychological factors contributing to
maladaptive eating patterns. Accordingly, various psychological interventions have been
developed, some of which have demonstrated promising outcomes (Yaraghchi et al., 2024).
Schema therapy is an integrative psychotherapy approach that expands upon cognitive behavioral
therapy by incorporating cognitive, emotional, experiential, and behavioral techniques to address
early maladaptive schemas and enduring psychological patterns (Pilkington et al., 2023).

Empirical evidence suggests that schema therapy may enhance psychological functioning
among individuals with obesity. For example, studies by Pakandish et al. (2023) and Nourizadeh
Mirabadi et al. (2023) indicate that schema therapy interventions can improve several
psychological and behavioral capacities in this population. By helping individuals identify and
modify maladaptive schemas and distorted cognitive patterns, schema therapy may improve
emotion regulation abilities and reduce maladaptive eating behaviors such as binge eating.
Therefore, the present study aimed to examine the effectiveness of schema therapy in enhancing
emotion regulation strategies and reducing binge eating behaviors among obese women.

Method

The study was conducted as an applied research project using a quasi-experimental design with a
pre-test/post-test control group. The statistical population consisted of 100 obese women who
attended obesity treatment centers in Mashhad during the first half of 1403. Following initial
screening and diagnostic assessment, 30 participants were selected through purposive sampling
and randomly assigned to either an experimental group (n=15) or a control group (n=15). This
sample size conforms to methodological recommendations indicating that experimental and
causal-comparative studies should include at least 15 participants per group. Ethical principles
were strictly observed throughout the study. Participants provided informed consent and were
assured of the confidentiality of their information. In order to respect the rights of participants
assigned to the control group, a five-session schema-therapy program was offered to them after
completion of the study and administration of the posttest. Data were collected using the Emotion
Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ) and the Binge Eating Scale (BES). The intervention consisted
of eight weekly schema-therapy sessions, each lasting approximately 90-minute, administered to
the experimental group. The treatment protocol was based on the schema-therapy framework
originally developed by Young et al. (2003).
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Results

No participants withdrew from the study; therefore, all 30 participants (15 in each group) were
included in the final analyses. The mean age of participants in the schema-therapy group was
33.73+4.32 years, whereas the mean age in the control group was 32.80+4.63 years.
Preliminary analyses confirmed that the assumptions required for ANCOVA were satisfied. Tests
indicated normal distribution of variables (P > 0.05), homogeneity of variances based on Levene’s
test (P> 0.05), and homogeneity of the variance—covariance matrices according to Box’s M test
M=21.72, F=6.73, P>0.05). In addition, Bartlett’s test of sphericity indicated significant
correlations among the study variables (P <0.001), and the assumption of homogeneity of
regression slopes was also met (P> 0.05). A significant linear relationship between the covariate
(pretest scores) and the dependent variables was also observed (P <0.001).

Follow-up univariate ANCOVA analyses (controlling for pretest scores) indicated significant
group differences in cognitive reappraisal (F = 64.80, P <0.01, n>=0.83), expressive suppression
(F=75.80, P<0.01, n*=0.84), and binge-eating behaviors (F=16.18, P<0.01, n>=0.55).
Accordingly, participants in the experimental group demonstrated significantly higher posttest
scores in adaptive emotion-regulation strategies (cognitive reappraisal and expressive
suppression) and significantly lower scores in binge-eating behaviors compared with the control
group. Overall, schema therapy substantially improved emotion-regulation capacities and reduced
binge-eating tendencies among obese women in the experimental group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study sought to investigate the effectiveness of schema therapy in cognitive
emotion-regulation strategies and binge-eating behaviors among obese women. The findings
indicated that participants who received schema-therapy intervention showed significant
improvements in emotion-regulation strategies and a notable reduction in binge-eating behaviors
compared with those in the control group.

These findings are consistent with previous research demonstrating the beneficial effects of
schema therapy on emotional functioning and maladaptive behavioral patterns (Spirou
etal., 2022; Mitchell., 2024; Najjar Kakhki et al.,2024). The underlying mechanism is that
schema therapy integrates cognitive, behavioral, and experiential techniques that help individuals
identify and modify early maladaptive schemas and dysfunctional coping styles. Through these
processes, individuals can replace avoidant or maladaptive responses with more adaptive
emotion-regulation strategies, thereby reducing negative affect and improving psychological
functioning (Pakandish et al., 2023). With regard to binge-eating behaviors, the findings of this
study are also consistent with earlier studies (Basile et al., 2019; Nourizadeh Mirabadi et al.,
2023). Schema therapy targets early maladaptive schemas and the coping processes of avoidance,
surrender, and overcompensation. By increasing individuals’ awareness of schema-triggered
thoughts and emotional reactions, this therapeutic approach helps individuals interrupt
maladaptive behavioral cycles such as binge eating and develop healthier coping responses
(Spirou et al., 2022).
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Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations. First, the sample was limited to
obese women attending treatment centers in Mashhad, which may restrict the generalizability of
the findings to other populations. Second, due to time constraints, a follow-up assessment was not
conducted; therefore, the long-term sustainability of the intervention effects could not be
evaluated. Future studies are therefore encouraged to employ larger and more diverse samples
and include longitudinal follow-up assessments to examine the durability of schema therapy
outcomes.

From a practical perspective, the findings highlight the importance of addressing emotion
regulation and binge-eating behaviors in psychological interventions for obesity. Psychologists
and therapists are encouraged to incorporate schema-therapy techniques into treatment programs
to enhance individuals’ cognitive emotion-regulation skills and reduce maladaptive eating
behaviors. Given the positive outcomes observed in this study, the broader dissemination and
training of schema-therapy approach among counselors and mental-health professionals may
contribute to both the treatment and prevention of psychological difficulties associated with
obesity.
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