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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Marital intimacy is a key determinant of marital satisfaction and continuity, directly
influencing partners’ psychological and emotional well-being (Ostavar, 2024). Intimacy
extends beyond mere physical closeness, encompassing cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral dimensions through which partners openly share feelings, needs, and thoughts
without fear of judgment (Barta & Kiene, 2005). This multidimensional construct involves
emotional expression, empathy, and reciprocal responsiveness within a safe relational
context (Johnson, 2019). Conversely, the absence of safety undermines self-disclosure,
leading to emotional distancing and reduced marital quality (Shahroei et al., 2022).

Early Maladaptive Schemas (EMSs)—enduring cognitive-affective patterns rooted in
unmet childhood needs—are strongly implicated in relational dysfunction (Mahmoudpour
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et al., 2020). Among the five schema domains identified by Young and colleagues (2006), the
Disconnection and Rejection domain is particularly relevant to intimacy processes. It omprises
five schemas- Abandonment/Instability, Mistrust/Abuse, Emotional Deprivation,
Defectiveness/Shame, and Social Isolation/Alienation each characterized by expectations that
core emotional needs for security, acceptance, and belonging will remain unmet. For instance,
Abandonment schema entails chronic fear of losing significant others; Mistrust/Abuse involves
expecting harm or betrayal; Emotional Deprivation is the belief that emotional needs will not be
met; Defectiveness/Shame centers on feeling flawed and unworthy; and Social
Isolation/Alienation involves feeling disconnected from the social world. Prior empirical
evidence indicates these schemas can reduce intimacy by fostering anxiety, avoidance, mistrust,
shame and emotional withdrawal (Bach et al., 2018; Koruk & Kurt, 2019; Bakhtiari et al., 2019;
Aloi et al., 2020; Kover et al., 2024; Ginalska & Cichopek, 2025).

Despite the recognized importance of EMSs in relationship quality, few studies have
comparatively examined the predictive contributions of each schema within the Disconnection
and Rejection domain to marital intimacy, especially in collectivist cultures such as Iran, where
intimacy expression is culturally moderated. This study aimed to determine and compare the roles
of Disconnection and Rejection domain schemas in predicting marital intimacy.

Method

This fundamental research employed a correlational design. The study population included
couples attending the Sabz Clinic in Mashhad, Iran, from July to September 2024. Based on
Tabachnick and Fidell’s (2019) guideline of 20 participants per predictor and five predictor
schemas, a minimum of100 participants was required; with oversampling for
attrition, 110 couples were targeted. Data were collected through Google Forms distributed via
clinic social media.

Inclusion criteria were current marital cohabitation, age 2055 years, and literacy; Exclusion
criteria included self-reported history of severe psychiatric disorders, acute marital challenges
(e.g., definitive decision for divorce/separation during the study period), and incomplete
questionnaire responses. Electronic informed consent ensured anonymity and confidentiality. The
final valid sample comprised 104 participants.

Data were collected using the Schema Questionnaire- Short Form (SQ-SF) and the Couple
Intimacy Inventory (MIQ). Data analysis employed descriptive statistics (means, standard
deviations, skewness, kurtosis), Pearson correlation coefficients, and stepwise multiple regression
using SPSS version 25. Assumptions for regression, including normality (univariate and
multivariate), independence of errors (Durbin-Watson statistic), and multicollinearity (tolerance
values), were tested and met.

Results

Descriptive demographic analysis revealed that 31% of participants were aged 24-33 years, 38%
were aged 34-43 years, 22% were aged 4453 years, and 9% were aged 53—55 years. Regarding
educational attainment, 20% held a high school diploma, 28% held an associate degree, 31% held
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a bachelor's degree, 16% held a master's degree, and 5% held a doctoral degree. Data screening
revealed no missing or out-of-range values, nor any univariate or multivariate outliers. Means and
standard deviations for the five schemas were as follows: Emotional Deprivation (M=20.33,
SD=6.41), Defectiveness/Shame (M=19.11, SD=6.76), Abandonment (M=18.63, SD=6.23),
Social Isolation (M=17.93, SD=6.55), and Mistrust/Abuse (M=17.56, SD=6.46). The mean for
marital intimacy was 155.73 (SD=36.29). Pearson correlation coefficients indicated significant
negative associations between all five Disconnection/Rejection schemas and marital intimacy (all
p <0.01). The strongest correlation was between Abandonment and intimacy (r = -0.61), followed
by Mistrust/Abuse (r = -0.57), Emotional Deprivation (r = -0.55), Defectiveness/Shame (r = -
0.51), and Social Isolation (r = -0.35). For the regression analysis, assumptions were verified:
skewness and kurtosis values were within acceptable ranges, multivariate normality was
confirmed via residual distribution, the Durbin-Watson statistic was 1.79 (indicating independent
errors), and tolerance values ranged from 0.40 to 1.0 (no multicollinearity). The stepwise
regression model yielded a multiple correlation (R) of 0.77, an R-squared of 0.59, and an adjusted
R-squared of 0.58, indicating that the model explained 58% of the variance in marital intimacy
(P < 0.01). Three schemas emerged as significant negative predictors of marital intimacy:
Abandonment (B = -0.44), Mistrust/Abuse (B = -0.32), and Emotional Deprivation ( = -0.27).
Abandonment had the largest standardized beta coefficient, indicating the strongest unique
contribution. The schemas of Defectiveness/Shame and Social Isolation/Alienation did not make
significant unique contributions to predicting marital intimacy (P > 0.05).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated significant negative correlations between all Disconnection/Rejection
domain schemas and marital intimacy, consistent with prior research (Koruk & Kurt, 2019;
Bakhtiari et al., 2019; Alimoradi et al., 2022; Kover et al., 2024). This suggests that individuals
with stronger beliefs in inevitable rejection, instability, or emotional neglect experience
diminished capacity for closeness and self-disclosure. More specifically, regression results
identified Abandonment, Mistrust/Abuse, and Emotional Deprivation as unique negative
predictors, with Abandonment showing the strongest effect. The chronic fear of losing significant
others (Abandonment schema) directly undermines the security necessary for emotional
vulnerability and intimacy. Similarly, the expectation of betrayal or harm (Mistrust/Abuse)
inhibits authentic self-expression, while the belief that emotional needs will remain unmet
(Emotional Deprivation) fosters perceived loneliness even within the relationship. These findings
are consistent with Young et al.'s (2006) theory that EMSs function as cognitive filters distorting
relational information processing. Notably, Defectiveness/Shame and Social Isolation did not
contribute uniquely. This may reflect gender-specific effects suggested by Kover et al. (2024),
where certain schemas affect partners differently, or the possibility that these schemas operate
indirectly through other variables (e.g., depression or communication skills). Cultural factors in
the Iranian sample may also play a role, as collectivist contexts might moderate how self-worth
or social alienation translates into dyadic intimacy. Clinically, results underscore the importance
of assessing and targeting specific schemas—particularly Abandonment, Mistrust, and Emotional
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Deprivation—in couple therapy. Schema-focused cognitive-behavioral interventions that
restructure these maladaptive patterns and enhance emotional regulation and communication
skills could effectively improve marital intimacy. Limitations include the convenience sample
from a single clinic, cross-sectional design precluding causal inference, lack of gender-based
analysis, and potential self-report biases. Future research should employ larger, more diverse
samples, incorporate longitudinal designs, and examine potential mediators and moderators (e.g.,
attachment style, gender, cultural values) to further elucidate the complex pathways from EMSs
to marital intimacy.
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. early maladaptive schemas
. impaired autonomy & performance
. impaired limits

. other-directedness

. over vigilance & inhibition
. disconnection & rejection

. abandonment

. mistrust/abuse

. emotional deprivation

10. defectiveness/shame

11. social Isolation/alienation
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