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Background: Social anxiety in university students is associated with deficits in emotional expressiveness and
interpersonal relationships, and psychotherapeutic interventions play an important role in improving these
functions. Schema therapy, metacognitive therapy, and interpersonal therapy can influence emotional expression
through different cognitive, emotional, and relational pathways; however, they have mostly been examined
separately. Therefore, a research gap exists regarding the comparative effectiveness of these three approaches
on emotional expressiveness in students with symptoms of social anxiety, which the present study seeks to
address.

Aims: The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of schema therapy, metacognitive therapy, and
interpersonal therapy on positive emotional expressiveness in students with symptoms of social anxiety at
Kashmar Higher Education Center.

Methods: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest-posttest and a control group. The
statistical population included all students with social anxiety at Kashmar Higher Education Center during the
2022-2023 academic year. Among students who exhibited symptoms of social anxiety and obtained scores
above the cutoff point (6) on the Social Anxiety Questionnaire (Jerabek, 1996), 60 participants were randomly
selected and randomly assigned to four groups. Initially, all four groups completed the Emotional Expressiveness
Questionnaire (King & Emmons, 1990). The first experimental group received eight sessions of schema therapy
(Gholamrezaei & Tehranchi, 2016), the second experimental group received eight sessions of interpersonal
therapy (Oshii et al., 2015), and the third experimental group received eight sessions of metacognitive therapy
(Wells, 2009). The control group did not receive any intervention. Data were analyzed using SPSS version 24,
applying univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) and post hoc comparison tests.

Results: The results indicated that all three therapeutic approaches had a significant effect on improving
emotional expressiveness (p<0.05). Furthermore, Bonferroni post hoc tests showed that there were no significant
differences among schema therapy, metacognitive therapy, and interpersonal therapy in terms of their
effectiveness in improving emotional expressiveness (p>0.05).

Conclusion: The findings of the present study indicate that schema therapy, metacognitive therapy, and
interpersonal therapy can all be considered effective and applicable interventions in university counseling
centers for improving emotional expressiveness in students with symptoms of social anxiety. The lack of
significant differences in effectiveness suggests that clinicians can flexibly select and implement any of these
approaches based on individual client characteristics, available resources, and client preferences. These results
provide a practical foundation for the design of intervention and prevention programs in university settings.
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Introduction

Social anxiety is a prevalent psychological disorder
characterized by a persistent fear of negative
evaluation by others, leading to significant
impairments in social interactions, interpersonal
functioning, and overall quality of life (Rosen &
Aderka, 2023; Tsarpalis-Fragkoulidis et al., 2025).
Individuals with social anxiety tend to perceive social
situations as highly threatening and experience
elevated levels of worry, interpersonal sensitivity,
and feelings of rejection (Mizi et al., 2022).
University students are considered a particularly
vulnerable group due to extensive social interactions,
performance  expectations, and interpersonal
pressures (Lai et al., 2023). Empirical evidence
suggests that social anxiety in students is associated
with negative cognitive patterns, reduced relational
intimacy, and impaired emotional interactions, which
ultimately undermine  emotional  experience,
regulation, and expression (Pixilou et al., 2021;
Dadfarnia et al., 2023).

Emotional expressiveness is a key variable related to
social anxiety and plays a crucial role in mental
health, social adjustment, and the quality of
interpersonal relationships (Lacombe et al., 2023). It
refers to the ability to identify, express, and manage
emotions in a manner appropriate to the social context
and encompasses emotional, cognitive, and
behavioral components (Wang et al., 2022). Research
indicates that individuals with social anxiety exhibit
greater difficulties in expressing both positive and
negative emotions compared to non-anxious
individuals, which contributes to the maintenance of
anxiety, social avoidance, and poorer relationship
quality (Farmer & Kashdan, 2012; Sackl-Palmer et
al., 2019). Assertive behavior, as an important
manifestation of emotional expressiveness, is often
deficient in individuals with social anxiety, leading to
emotional suppression and ineffective
communication (Lee & Gretch, 2023; Stephan et al.,
2025).

Given the central role of emotional expressiveness in
the persistence or reduction of social anxiety

Vol. 25, No. 159, 2026

symptoms, effective psychotherapeutic interventions
are essential. Schema therapy, by targeting early
maladaptive schemas and dysfunctional coping
styles, facilitates the modification of enduring
emotional and cognitive patterns (Edwards & Arntz,
2012), with evidence supporting its effectiveness in
reducing experiential avoidance and rumination
(Peters et al., 2022). Interpersonal therapy focuses on
improving communication patterns, enhancing social
support, and increasing emotional awareness within
relationships, thereby promoting healthier emotional
expression (Brenner et al., 2017; Zheng et al., 2023).
In parallel, metacognitive therapy, through modifying
dysfunctional metacognitive beliefs and reducing the
cognitive—attentional syndrome, contributes to
improved emotional regulation and expression in
individuals with social anxiety (Wells, 2009; Zanini
et al., 2025). Despite supportive evidence for each
approach independently, comparative studies
examining their simultaneous effects on emotional
expressiveness in students with social anxiety
symptoms remain limited; therefore, the present
study aims to address this gap by comparing the
effectiveness of these three therapeutic approaches in
this population.

Method

The present study employed a quasi-experimental
pretest—posttest design with a control group. The
statistical population consisted of all university
students with symptoms of social anxiety at Kashmar
Higher Education Center during the 2022-2023
academic year. Following screening with the Jerabek
Social Anxiety Questionnaire, 60 eligible students
were randomly selected and assigned to four groups
of 15 participants each: three experimental groups
(schema therapy, interpersonal therapy, and
metacognitive therapy) and one control group.
Inclusion criteria included obtaining a score above the
cutoff point, providing informed consent, and
reporting no other psychological disorders, while
absence from more than two treatment sessions
constituted the exclusion criterion. The experimental
groups received eight weekly 90-minute group
therapy sessions based on standardized treatment
protocols, whereas the control group received no
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intervention. Pretests and posttests were administered
to all groups, and data were analyzed using univariate
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) and post hoc tests
in SPSS version 24.

Data collection instruments included the Emotional
Expressiveness Questionnaire (King & Emmons,
1990) and the Jerabek Social Anxiety Questionnaire
(1996).The Emotional Expressiveness Questionnaire
consists of 16 items and three subscales—positive
emotional expression, intimacy expression, and
negative emotional expression—and has
demonstrated satisfactory validity and reliability in
both international and Iranian studies. The Jerabek
Social Anxiety Questionnaire is a 25-item,
multidimensional  measure  with  acceptable
psychometric properties and was used to screen
participants and assess the severity of social anxiety
symptoms. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients indicated acceptable internal consistency
for both instruments, supporting their suitability for
use in this research.

Results
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Descriptive results indicated that participants ranged
in age from 19 to 25 years, with a mean age of 21.28
years; 48.3% were male and 51.7% were female.
Comparisons of pretest and posttest means showed
that all three experimental groups—schema therapy,
metacognitive therapy, and interpersonal therapy—
exhibited greater reductions in  emotional
expressiveness compared with the control group, with
the largest decrease observed in the interpersonal
therapy group, whereas changes in the control group
were minimal. Prior to inferential analyses, statistical
assumptions were examined: the Shapiro-Wilk test
confirmed the normal distribution of all study
variables across groups, and Levene’s test supported
the homogeneity of variances for most variables,
although a violation was observed for positive
emotional expression in the metacognitive therapy
group. Given the normality of data, random
assignment, and equal group sizes, the use of
parametric  tests was deemed appropriate.
Consequently, univariate analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) was employed to compare the effects of
the three therapeutic approaches on emotional
expressiveness.

Table 1. Summary of Univariate Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) for Differences Among the Three Experimental Groups and the
Control Group in Emotional Expressiveness at Posttest

Treatment Approach Mean F p-value Partial Eta Squared
Square

Schema Therapy 140.38 39.43 <.001 0.594

Metacognitive Therapy 140.69 25.31 <.001 0484

Interpersonal Therapy 159.84 45.40 <.001 0.627

The results presented in Table 1 indicate that all three
therapeutic approaches had a statistically significant
effect on reducing emotional expressiveness at the
posttest stage. To further examine whether there

were significant differences among the effects of
schema therapy, metacognitive therapy, and
interpersonal therapy on emotional expressiveness,
Bonferroni post hoc comparisons were conducted.

Table 2. Bonferroni Post Hoc Test for Pairwise Comparisons of Groups at Posttest on Emotional Expressiveness

Group (1) Group (J) Mean Difference (I —J) Standard Error p-value
Control Schema Therapy —4.31 0.820 <.001
Metacognitive Therapy —4.35 0.821 <.001
Interpersonal Therapy —4.61 0.820 <.001
Schema Control 431 0.820 <.001
Therapy
Metacognitive Therapy —0.04 0.822 1.000
Interpersonal Therapy —-0.30 0.821 1.000
Metacognitive Control 4.35 0.821 <.001

Therapy
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Schema Therapy
Interpersonal Therapy
Interpersonal Control
Therapy
Schema Therapy

Metacognitive Therapy

0.04 0.822 1.000
—0.26 0.820 1.000
4.61 0.820 <.001
0.30 0.821 1.000
0.26 0.820 1.000

The results of the Bonferroni post hoc test showed
that all three experimental groups differed
significantly from the control group in emotional
expressiveness at posttest (p<.001). However, no
statistically significant differences were observed
among schema therapy, metacognitive therapy, and
interpersonal therapy in terms of their effectiveness
in reducing emotional expressiveness (p>.05). These
findings suggest that although all three interventions
were effective, none demonstrated superiority over
the others.

Conclusion

The present study aimed to compare the
effectiveness of schema therapy, interpersonal
therapy, and metacognitive therapy on emotional
expressiveness in university students with symptoms
of social anxiety. The findings indicated that schema
therapy  significantly  improved  emotional
expressiveness, which is consistent with previous
research highlighting its effectiveness in reducing
emotional avoidance and improving emotional
components in anxiety disorders (Tyler et al., 2017;
Peters et al., 2022). From a theoretical perspective,
social anxiety is often rooted in the activation of
early maladaptive schemas such as
defectiveness/shame, social rejection, and emotional
inhibition, which contribute to the suppression of
emotions and avoidance of emotional expression.
Schema therapy, through weakening these core
beliefs and facilitating corrective emotional
experiences and cognitive reprocessing, provides a
foundation for improved emotional regulation and
expression (Edwards & Arntz, 2012).

The results further demonstrated that interpersonal
therapy led to a significant increase in emotional
expressiveness, in line with empirical evidence
supporting its role in enhancing social functioning,
reducing negative affect, and promoting emotional

awareness and expression (Bayan et al., 2023;
Marconi et al., 2023). According to the interpersonal
therapy framework, emotions are formed and
regulated within interpersonal contexts; therefore,
interventions that directly target communication
patterns, conflict resolution, and social support can
effectively reduce barriers to emotional expression
in individuals with social anxiety (Oshii et al., 2015;
Lema et al., 2024). Increased assertiveness and
reduced sensitivity to negative evaluation are
considered key mechanisms through which
interpersonal  therapy  enhances  emotional
expressiveness.

Finally, metacognitive therapy was also found to
significantly improve emotional expressiveness,
corroborating prior studies that have documented its
effectiveness in reducing rumination and emotional
avoidance (Khodabandelou et al., 2021; Zanini et al.,
2025). Based on Wells’ metacognitive model,
modifying dysfunctional metacognitive beliefs and
reducing the cognitive—attentional syndrome enable
individuals to experience and express emotions more
freely (Wells, 2009). Importantly, no significant
differences were observed among the three
therapeutic  approaches in terms of their
effectiveness, which may be attributed to therapeutic
equivalence, overlapping mechanisms of change,
and the limited duration of interventions. Limitations
such as reliance on self-report measures, absence of
follow-up assessments, and restriction of the sample
to a single higher education center highlight the need
for future studies employing longitudinal designs,
multi-informant assessment methods, and more
diverse samples.

Ethical Considerations

Compliance with ethical guidelines: This study is derived
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! Communication Skills
2 Metacognitive Therapy(MCT)
3 Transdiagnostic Intervention
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