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Introduction

Marital interactions are a critical element of relational
well-being, and their quality significantly impacts
marital satisfaction and psychological health (Rafaeli,
2020). Despite the extensive body of literature on
relational dynamics, less attention has been paid to
schema-specific inefficiencies that manifest in
marital interactions. Early maladaptive schemas
(EMSs), deeply rooted cognitive and emotional
patterns developed in childhood, are known to shape
how individuals perceive themselves and their
partners in intimate relationships (Ke & Barlas,
2020). These schemas often lead to negative
behavioral and emotional cycles that erode marital
satisfaction, particularly when couples lack the
emotional intelligence or coping mechanisms needed
to navigate conflict effectively (Kolonia et al., 2019).
Schema therapy has been widely acknowledged as a
robust therapeutic approach for addressing EMSs and
enhancing interpersonal functioning (Rafaeli, 2020).
However, recent research has pointed to the necessity
of culturally responsive schema interventions,
especially when applying schema therapy in diverse
sociocultural contexts (Mao et al., 2022). In cultures
where relational harmony is highly valued, such as in
East Asian or Mediterranean societies, schema-
specific inefficiencies may present unigue challenges
in marital interactions. For instance, deeply ingrained
beliefs tied to relational obligations can exacerbate
feelings of guilt or resentment, further perpetuating
maladaptive relational patterns (Mao et al., 2022).
The implications of schema-specific inefficiencies
are particularly evident in conflict resolution and
communication styles, which are key determinants of
marital quality (Roediger et al., 2020). Ineffective
conflict resolution stemming from maladaptive
schemas often results in rigid behavioral patterns,
such as avoidance or hypercriticism that undermine
relational stability. A recent study by Roediger et al.
(2020) highlights the efficacy of schema therapy in
modifying these rigid patterns, suggesting that
imagery rescripting and cognitive restructuring
interventions can significantly improve couples’
ability to engage in constructive dialogue. However,
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the complexity of addressing schemas in dyadic
contexts requires a deeper understanding of the
mechanisms underlying these inefficiencies.
Grounded theory offers a valuable methodological
approach for exploring these mechanisms. As a
qualitative research method, grounded theory enables
the researcher to derive theories from data
systematically and inductively, providing insights
into complex phenomena such as schema-driven
marital interactions (Strauss & Corbin, 2020). By
employing grounded theory, this study seeks to
uncover how schema-specific inefficiencies manifest
in marital interactions and identify patterns that can
inform culturally tailored interventions.

Moreover, recent advancements in understanding
emotional needs and schematic functioning have
underscored the importance of addressing schemas in
relational contexts. Stroian (2021) emphasized that
unmet emotional needs linked to schemas could
contribute to emotional withdrawal or heightened
sensitivity in  marital interactions,  further
complicating efforts to achieve relational harmony.
Similarly,  schema-related inefficiencies in
communication, such as difficulties in expressing
needs or setting boundaries, have been identified as
pivotal factors in marital dissatisfaction (Mao et al.,
2022).

In light of these considerations, the present study aims
to address a critical gap in the literature by exploring
schema-specific inefficiencies in marital interactions
through the grounded theory method. This research
will contribute to a nuanced understanding of how
EMSs impact relational dynamics and offer practical
insights for improving marital quality through
schema-focused interventions. By focusing on recent
developments in schema therapy and relational
psychology, this study aims to provide a theoretical
framework that is both culturally sensitive and
empirically grounded.

Method

Given that the objective of this study is to identify
communication patterns and maladaptive schemas in
Iranian couples and to present a conceptual model, a
qualitative approach using the grounded theory
method was employed. This method allowed the
researcher to inductively develop a conceptual
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framework related to the phenomenon under study
through a series of systematic procedures (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990; Afshar, 2011). The participants of this
study were couple therapists working in counseling
centers in Tehran who used schema therapy in their
counseling with couples. Consistent with the research
objectives, purposive sampling of an accessible type
was applied. To ensure that the sample had the
necessary expertise and experience for participation,
three criteria were established for selecting
participants: (1) holding a Ph.D. in psychology or
counseling, (2) possessing expertise in schema
therapy, and (3) having experience using the schema
therapy approach in counseling with couples.

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews.
For this purpose, the interview protocol was designed
to reassure interviewees, explain the purpose and
potential outcomes of the interview, and ask
questions about the maladaptive interactions of
couples. The interview consisted of two parts: the first
involved explaining the research and its objectives to
the interviewee, and the second included questions
about the components of couples’ maladaptive
interactions. These questions were formulated based
on components of early maladaptive schemas (EMSs)
and the coping styles associated with schema
activation, focusing on four dimensions: cognition,
emotion, behavior, and memories (Young et al.,
2003). Some examples of the questions included: "In
your opinion, what are the roots and contributing
factors to the formation of irrational beliefs,
expectations, goals, and ‘shoulds’ among couples?"
"To what extent do you attribute these factors to
familial and societal cultural norms?" "What are the
primary unmet emotional needs of your clients?"
"Which coping styles are most frequently used by
couples with maladaptive interactions?" and "Have
you observed shared patterns in these coping styles,
behaviors, or responses?”

Each interview lasted approximately 50 minutes.
During the interviews, after asking the primary
questions, additional follow-up questions were posed
to gain a deeper understanding of the topic, depending
on the participants’ responses. Data collection
continued until data saturation was achieved. After
conducting interviews with eight experienced couple

Vol. 24, No. 147, 2025

therapists with 8 to 22 years of clinical experience,
data saturation was reached. The interviews were
recorded with the participants’ consent and
transcribed after repeated listening. The analysis of
the participants’ descriptions began after the first
interview, and subsequent interviews were conducted
while considering the concepts and codes from
previous interviews to identify new codes.

Results

Eight couple therapists participated in this study, all
selected based on the inclusion criteria. Their work
experience ranged from a minimum of 8 years to a
maximum of 22 years, with an average of 14 years.
The participants’ mean age was 42 years. To answer
the research questions, the recorded interviews were
transcribed and analyzed using Strauss and Corbin’s
(2014) systematic method in three stages: open, axial,
and selective coding.

During the open coding stage, sentence-by-sentence
and paragraph-by-paragraph analysis of the interview
texts and comparisons across interviews identified
categories. Cognitive concepts derived from schema
therapy and cognitive theory were considered for
identifying and naming the categories. Participants’
responses included cognitive components consistent
with foundational beliefs, intermediary beliefs, and
cognitive distortions among couples. For example,
from responses referencing overgeneralizations and
rigid “shoulds” in couples’ thinking, categories such
as “perfectionism,” “entitlement,” and “excessive
generalization” were extracted. These could reflect
both intermediary beliefs and common cognitive
distortions. Additionally, components such as
“unrealistic expectations” and “pessimism” were
identified, indicating some fundamental beliefs about
marriage that form the core content of schemas as the
deepest level of cognition.

The emotional components extracted from the
participants’ responses included unmet emotional
needs such as the need for secure attachment,
autonomy, emotional identity, expression of feelings,
and emotional independence. According to schema
therapy, the failure to meet these needs contributes to
the formation of EMSs.
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Table 1. Open codes and categories related to the central phenomenon

Categories

Open codes

Central phenomenon Insecurity

Undifferentiated

Insecurity and tension
Dissatisfaction of secure attachment

Lack of identity, adequacy, and autonomy

Undeveloped self

In the axial coding stage, the data from the previous
stage were linked to identify the central phenomenon,
causal conditions, contextual and intervening factors,
strategies, and their consequences. The central
phenomenon identified in this study was "insecurity
and lack of differentiation,” which emerged as the
core category reflecting deep-seated feelings and
experiences contributing to couples’ maladaptive
interactions.

Causal conditions refer to events or phenomena
influencing the central phenomenon. According to the
participants, the main causal factors for the central
phenomenon (insecurity and lack of differentiation)
among lranian couples include family systems,
parenting styles, modeling behaviors from parents,
ineffective traditions and teachings, advice fostering
mistrust, and experiences of rejection and
humiliation.

Intervening conditions are factors that influence
causal conditions, either intensifying or alleviating
their effects, helping explain why interactions persist
or fail to persist. In this study, two main categories of
intervening factors were identified: intrapersonal
factors and environmental factors.

Contextual factors refer to the broader setting in
which events or phenomena occur. Cultural
influences were identified as the primary contextual
factors for insecurity and lack of differentiation
among lranian couples. Specific cultural factors
included restrictive cultural teachings discouraging
emotional expression, undervaluing emotions and
needs, patriarchal norms, gender discrimination,
cultural stereotypes, and the societal transition
between tradition and modernity.

Table 2. Open codes and categories related to consequences

Categories

Open codes

Consequences

Inefficient interactions

Cold and poor quality relationship
Not resolving issues and problems
Lack of intimacy
Failure and frustration

To enhance validity and reliability, the study
employed systematic documentation of data analysis,
ensuring all raw interview data, relevant literature,
and the analytic process were thoroughly recorded.
Additionally, the trustworthiness of interview
findings was assessed using participant feedback and
expert reviews. For participant feedback, the derived
categories from two participants’ interviews were
sent to them, and their suggestions were incorporated
into the data categorization process. Furthermore, the
findings were shared with five non-participating
couple therapists for their expert review, and their
feedback was also incorporated into the results.

Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to identify
dysfunctional interaction patterns and schema-driven

dynamics in couples within the Iranian social context
and to propose a conceptual model. Overall, the
findings revealed that insecurity and lack of
differentiation serve as the central phenomena in
dysfunctional interactions among Iranian couples,
with other categories, including causal conditions,
interactions, and consequences, being interconnected
around these core concepts. These findings align with
the results of previous studies conducted by Peyravi
and Bahrami (2017) and Asghari et al. (2014).

In explaining these findings, schema theory suggests
that the failure to meet basic developmental needs
during childhood can be a primary cause of adult
issues. Among these needs, secure attachment,
emotional expression, autonomy, and identity are
critical, and their deprivation directly contributes to
the formation of maladaptive schemas (Bricker &
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Young, 2012; Janowski et al., 2020). Such
deprivation can manifest as insecurity and lack of
differentiation. In fact, the unmet needs for secure
attachment, emotional expression, and autonomy
form the core of the schema-driven dysfunctional
interaction patterns observed among Iranian couples.
Additionally, the findings indicated that the primary
causes of insecurity and lack of differentiation in
Iranian couples are rooted in familial and cultural
factors. Parenting styles, traditional and ineffective
parental teachings (such as advice to distrust others),
experiences of rejection and humiliation by the
family, and modeling of parental behaviors can all
create early frustrating experiences that give rise to
maladaptive schemas. As the first and most important
source of emotional needs—particularly the need for
secure attachment, independence, and emotional
expression—the family plays a critical role in shaping
these phenomena. By preventing the fulfillment of
these natural childhood needs, families become the
primary contributors to the development of
maladaptive schemas and distorted attitudes,
emotions, and behaviors in later intimate
relationships (Bach et al., 2018; Rudiger et al., 2020).
These findings are consistent with prior studies on the
impact of maladaptive schemas on interpersonal
relationships. For example, Farahbakhsh (2009)
emphasizes that couples' lives are influenced by their
families in two ways. First, personality traits,
attitudes, interaction styles, conflict resolution
methods, and attachment patterns in each partner are
shaped during childhood—a concept referred to as the
developmental effect of families. Second, families
continue to influence couples through their
interactions and communication with them.

One of the main limitations of this study was the use
of purposive sampling from therapists in Tehran,
which may restrict the findings to reflect only the
experiences of this specific population. Focusing
exclusively on couple therapists might also hinder the
understanding of couples' direct marital experiences.
To address these limitations, future studies are
advised to include interviews with not only couple
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therapists but also ordinary couples to allow for
comparisons between theoretical perspectives and
personal experiences. Moreover, sampling from
various geographical regions in Iran and including
couples with diverse ethnic and religious
backgrounds is recommended to increase the clarity
of data and enhance the generalizability of the
findings.

Given the significant influence of family and cultural
factors on maladaptive schemas, future research
should explore the interaction between these factors
and personality or biological components to provide
a more comprehensive understanding of the roots of
marital conflicts. Based on the findings of this study
and the importance of couples’ families of origin, it is
recommended that therapists working with couples
actively consider the influence of their families of
origin on their current interaction patterns.
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