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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of group schema therapy on mental pain and
distress tolerance in women with suicidal ideation attending psychology clinics in Tonekabon.
This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The
statistical population consisted of women with suicidal ideation attending psychology clinics
in Tonekabon in 2026. Thirty eligible women were selected through convenience sampling
combined with purposive screening and were randomly assigned to experimental and control
groups, with 15 participants in each group. The experimental group received group schema
therapy in ten 90-minute sessions, whereas the control group received no intervention during
the study period. Data were collected using the Orbach Mental Pain Scale and the Simons and
Gaher Distress Tolerance Scale. Data analysis was conducted using multivariate analysis of
covariance and univariate analysis of covariance in SPSS version 27. The multivariate analysis
of covariance, after controlling for pretest scores, demonstrated a significant group effect on
the combined dependent variables of mental pain and distress tolerance (Pillai’s Trace=0.772,
F(2,25)=42.248, p<0.001, 1?>=0.772). Follow-up analyses further indicated that group schema
therapy significantly reduced mental pain and significantly increased distress tolerance in the
experimental group compared with the control group. Thus, the study hypothesis regarding the
effectiveness of group schema therapy on the investigated psychological outcomes was
supported. Group schema therapy appears to be an effective psychological intervention for
reducing mental pain and enhancing distress tolerance among women experiencing suicidal
ideation. By modifying early maladaptive schemas, strengthening the healthy adult mode,
reducing dysfunctional coping patterns, and improving the capacity to experience and regulate
negative emotions, this intervention may reduce psychological suffering and promote more
adaptive responses to emotional distress. Accordingly, group schema therapy may be
considered a useful complementary intervention in psychological and counseling settings
serving individuals with suicidal ideation.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Suicidal ideation represents a serious manifestation of psychological vulnerability and is commonly associated
with intense emotional suffering, hopelessness, negative self-evaluation, impaired emotion regulation, and
difficulty tolerating aversive internal experiences. Among women seeking psychological services, suicidal
thoughts may emerge within a complex network of interpersonal difficulties, adverse emotional experiences,
maladaptive beliefs, and ineffective coping strategies. From a schema-based perspective, persistent
psychological difficulties may be rooted in early maladaptive schemas that organize individuals’ perceptions
of themselves, others, and the future and become activated under stressful interpersonal or emotional
circumstances. Previous evidence has indicated that early maladaptive schemas are associated with suicidal
tendencies and may contribute to the development and persistence of self-destructive thoughts and behaviors
(Seddighi Arfaei & Hajian, 2023). Similarly, research among students with suicidal ideation has demonstrated
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the relevance of maladaptive schemas, impulsivity, and depressive symptoms as important psychological
intervention targets (Hataminejad et al., 2024). Studies of nonsuicidal self-injury have further indicated that
maladaptive schemas and schema modes may provide important pathways through which early negative
relational experiences contribute to self-harming behaviors (Bang & Lee, 2024; Shi et al., 2023).

One of the clinically important psychological experiences associated with suicidal ideation is mental pain.
Mental pain refers to an intense and pervasive experience of inner psychological suffering characterized by
feelings such as hopelessness, worthlessness, guilt, loneliness, helplessness, and perceived inability to escape
from an intolerable internal state. It is not limited to a single emotional symptom but involves a
multidimensional subjective experience influenced by cognitive, emotional, and interpersonal processes.
Evidence has shown that subjective or mental pain is associated with attachment patterns, fear of intimacy,
and painful interpersonal experiences (Shishefar et al., 2020). Other findings have suggested that mental pain
is related to cognitive-attentional processes and internal awareness, highlighting its complex psychological
nature (Neshveh & Farghadani, 2021). Psychological interventions targeting maladaptive cognitive and
emotional processing may therefore reduce mental pain. For instance, intervention studies among individuals
with a history of suicide and among patients facing serious physical illness have reported improvements in
mental pain following psychological treatment (Seyed Ali Tabar & Zadhasn, 2023; Valian et al., 2024).
Distress tolerance constitutes another critical variable in understanding individuals experiencing severe
emotional suffering. It refers to the perceived and actual capacity to experience negative emotional states
without immediately attempting to escape, suppress, or terminate them through maladaptive responses. Low
distress tolerance can cause individuals to perceive anxiety, sadness, shame, or psychological tension as
unbearable and may facilitate impulsive or avoidant coping. In populations at risk of self-harm, this process
may be particularly important. Early maladaptive schemas have been linked to self-injury through
transdiagnostic processes that include distress tolerance, suggesting that individuals whose schemas are
strongly activated may have greater difficulty remaining in contact with painful emotions without engaging in
maladaptive responses (Babaeifard et al., 2024). Evidence from several clinical and educational populations
also supports the modifiability of distress tolerance through schema-focused interventions. Schema therapy
has improved distress tolerance in women heads of households, mothers of children with attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder, students with ADHD and social anxiety, and depressed adolescents (Fereydooni
& Sheykhan, 2024; Jobanian et al., 2025; Rajaeizadeh & Khayatan, 2025; Sadri Damirchi et al., 2026).
Comparable improvements have been reported following emotional schema therapy in individuals with
depression, test anxiety, risky behaviors, psoriasis, and breast cancer (Bayat et al., 2025; Khayabani, 2024;
Moradpour & Bavi, 2025; Talayry & Bavi, 2023; Talebi et al., 2023). Schema-based approaches have also
been effective in improving distress tolerance among women with substance-dependent spouses and
individuals with obsessive-compulsive symptoms (Mohamadi & Jabalameli, 2024; Yoshizadeh et al., 2023;
Zareei et al., 2024).

Schema therapy may be particularly appropriate for women with suicidal ideation because it integrates
cognitive, emotional, experiential, behavioral, and interpersonal techniques to modify deeply rooted
dysfunctional patterns. By identifying early maladaptive schemas, challenging dysfunctional beliefs,
addressing unmet emotional needs, strengthening the healthy adult mode, and replacing avoidance, surrender,
and overcompensation with adaptive coping, schema therapy may simultaneously reduce the intensity of
mental pain and increase the ability to tolerate negative affect. Group delivery may additionally provide
corrective interpersonal experiences, normalization, peer feedback, and opportunities to practice healthier
emotional expression. Despite increasing evidence regarding schema therapy and distress tolerance, relatively
limited research has simultaneously examined mental pain and distress tolerance among women with suicidal
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ideation. Therefore, the present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of group schema therapy on mental
pain and distress tolerance in women with suicidal ideation attending psychology clinics in Tonekabon.
Methods and Materials

The study was applied in purpose and employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control
group. The statistical population consisted of women with suicidal ideation attending psychology clinics and
counseling centers in Tonekabon in 2026. Convenience sampling combined with purposive screening was used
because of the specific clinical characteristics of the target population and the necessity of direct access to
eligible participants. Following preliminary screening, 30 women who met the inclusion criteria and
demonstrated relatively elevated mental pain and reduced distress tolerance were selected. Participants were
then randomly assigned to an experimental group and a control group, with 15 participants in each group.
Inclusion criteria comprised the presence of suicidal ideation based on an initial clinical interview or clinic
report, being between 25 and 55 years of age, willingness to participate and provide informed consent,
commitment to attend the intervention sessions, and not receiving another concurrent psychotherapy
intervention. Exclusion criteria included absence from more than two treatment sessions, initiation of another
psychological intervention or a major change in psychiatric treatment during the study, incomplete completion
of pretest or posttest measures, and voluntary withdrawal.

Mental pain was assessed using the 44-item Orbach Mental Pain Scale, which evaluates different dimensions
of psychological suffering. Distress tolerance was assessed using the 15-item Distress Tolerance Scale, which
includes the dimensions of tolerance, absorption, appraisal, and regulation, with higher overall scores
representing greater distress tolerance. Both instruments were administered to the experimental and control
groups before and after the intervention.

The experimental group participated in ten 90-minute group schema therapy sessions based on the schema
therapy framework. The intervention began with therapeutic orientation, establishment of a safe group
environment, case conceptualization, and education regarding unmet emotional needs, schemas, and coping
styles. Subsequent sessions addressed the developmental origins of maladaptive schemas; identification of
schemas such as defectiveness/shame, abandonment, mistrust, emotional deprivation, and vulnerability;
cognitive restructuring; identification of avoidance, surrender, and overcompensation; and strengthening of the
healthy adult mode. Emotional expression, adaptive communication, imagery-based experiential techniques,
mode dialogues, role-playing, limited reparenting, therapeutic letter writing, self-supportive behaviors,
behavioral pattern breaking, and distress-tolerance practice were incorporated. The final session focused on
consolidation, relapse prevention, and development of an individualized maintenance plan. The control group
received no intervention from the researcher during the study period. Ethical considerations included informed
consent, confidentiality, voluntary participation and withdrawal, and referral of participants considered at
elevated risk to appropriate professionals.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 27. Descriptive statistics included frequency, percentage, mean, and
standard deviation. Prior to inferential analysis, normality, homogeneity of variances, homogeneity of
covariance matrices, and linear relationships between covariates and dependent variables were assessed.
Multivariate analysis of covariance was used to examine the overall intervention effect on mental pain and
distress tolerance after controlling for pretest scores.

Findings

The mean age of participants in the experimental group was 34.27 years (SD=7.18), whereas the mean age in
the control group was 35.13 years (SD=6.94). Descriptively, mental pain in the experimental group decreased
from a pretest mean of 147.67 (SD=6.451) to a posttest mean of 134.99 (SD=6.834). In the control group, the
corresponding means were 146.59 (SD=9.448) and 143.60 (SD=9.457). Distress tolerance in the experimental
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group increased from 34.40 (SD=2.729) at pretest to 40.64 (SD=3.665) at posttest, whereas in the control group
it changed from 34.77 (SD=4.111) to 34.98 (SD=5.540).

The statistical assumptions required for covariance analysis were satisfied. Levene’s tests were nonsignificant
for posttest mental pain (F=2.173, p=0.081) and distress tolerance (F=0.152, p=0.699), supporting
homogeneity of variances. Shapiro—Wilk tests were nonsignificant across pretest and posttest scores in both
groups, indicating acceptable normality. The homogeneity of covariance matrices and linearity assumptions
were also satisfied.

After adjustment for pretest scores, the estimated mean of mental pain was 134.491 in the experimental group
and 144.094 in the control group. The adjusted mean of distress tolerance was 40.892 in the experimental
group and 34.730 in the control group. Multivariate analysis of covariance demonstrated a statistically
significant overall difference between the experimental and control groups across the combined dependent
variables. Pillai’s Trace was 0.772, F(2,25)=42.248, p<0.001, with an effect size of 0.772. Wilks’ Lambda was
0.228, Hotelling’s Trace was 3.380, and Roy’s Largest Root was 3.380, with all corresponding multivariate
tests significant at p<0.001. The pattern of adjusted means indicated that group schema therapy was associated
with lower mental pain and higher distress tolerance compared with the control condition.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that group schema therapy was effective in reducing mental pain and increasing
distress tolerance among women with suicidal ideation. The substantial multivariate effect suggests that the
intervention influenced a broader pattern of psychological functioning rather than producing only a minor
change in one isolated outcome. This result can be explained by the central assumption of schema therapy that
persistent emotional suffering is maintained by deeply rooted maladaptive schemas, schema modes, and
ineffective coping responses. When painful interpersonal or emotional situations activate schemas related to
abandonment, defectiveness, emotional deprivation, mistrust, or vulnerability, individuals may experience
intense negative affect and interpret their distress as uncontrollable or unbearable. Schema therapy directly
targets these processes.

The reduction in mental pain may have resulted from several therapeutic mechanisms. Cognitive restructuring
enabled participants to identify and reconsider rigid negative beliefs about themselves, relationships, and the
future. Experiential techniques allowed painful memories and emotions to be revisited within a safer
psychological context, potentially reducing their affective intensity. Limited reparenting and strengthening of
the healthy adult mode may also have reduced self-criticism and increased self-support. In a group context,
receiving acceptance and feedback from others may further weaken beliefs associated with rejection,
worthlessness, or emotional isolation. Collectively, these processes can alter the meaning attributed to
distressing experiences and reduce the pervasive psychological suffering represented by mental pain.

The improvement in distress tolerance can similarly be understood through changes in emotional avoidance
and coping. Individuals with low distress tolerance often respond to negative emotional states with attempts to
escape or suppress them immediately. Such responses may temporarily reduce discomfort but reinforce the
belief that negative emotions are dangerous or intolerable. During schema therapy, participants repeatedly
identified emotional triggers, remained in contact with difficult feelings, practiced adaptive responses, engaged
in imagery and role-play, and replaced avoidance or impulsive reactions with healthier coping behaviors.
Repeated exposure to manageable emotional experiences may have increased confidence in the capacity to
withstand distress without engaging in dysfunctional responses.

The simultaneous reduction in mental pain and improvement in distress tolerance is especially meaningful
because these variables may reinforce one another. Severe mental pain can make emotional states appear
intolerable, while poor distress tolerance may amplify subjective suffering by promoting avoidance,
helplessness, and urgent attempts to escape negative experiences. By modifying schemas and improving
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emotional coping at the same time, group schema therapy may interrupt this reciprocal cycle. Strengthening
the healthy adult mode can provide participants with a more supportive internal stance, while behavioral pattern
breaking can translate cognitive and emotional changes into healthier actions.

Overall, the findings indicate that group schema therapy can be considered a promising psychological
intervention for women experiencing suicidal ideation, particularly when their clinical presentation includes
intense mental pain and limited capacity to tolerate distress. The group format may provide additional benefits
by reducing perceived isolation, creating corrective interpersonal experiences, and allowing participants to
observe and practice adaptive responses within a structured therapeutic environment. Nevertheless, the
findings should be interpreted in light of the relatively small sample, restriction of participants to women
attending psychology clinics in one geographical area, reliance on self-report measures, absence of a follow-
up assessment, and incomplete control of potentially influential clinical variables such as depression severity,
previous suicide attempts, medication use, family relationships, and social support. Future studies should
therefore employ larger and more diverse samples, incorporate follow-up assessments, compare schema
therapy with other evidence-based psychological interventions, and investigate mediating mechanisms such as
emotion regulation, hopelessness, self-criticism, maladaptive coping styles, and changes in specific schemas.
In conclusion, group schema therapy was associated with a significant reduction in mental pain and an increase
in distress tolerance among women with suicidal ideation, supporting its potential utility as a complementary
component of comprehensive psychological care for this high-risk population.
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