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Introduction

Adolescence is a critical developmental period characterized by profound biological, psychological, cognitive, and social
changes. During this stage, individuals gradually develop greater autonomy, establish more complex interpersonal
relationships, and encounter increasing academic and social demands. Although these developmental changes provide
important opportunities for growth, they may also increase vulnerability to emotional and psychological difficulties.
Mental health during adolescence is therefore considered a fundamental component of healthy development and is closely
associated with emotional adjustment, academic functioning, interpersonal relationships, self-esteem, and overall quality
of life. In particular, female students may experience specific psychological challenges related to academic expectations,
interpersonal relationships, body image, emotional regulation, and social acceptance. Consequently, identifying effective
psychological interventions for improving mental health during early adolescence is of considerable importance.
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is one of the most widely used evidence-based psychological interventions for
emotional and behavioral problems. The central premise of CBT is that psychological distress is influenced by
maladaptive patterns of thinking, dysfunctional beliefs, and ineffective behavioral responses. By helping individuals
identify and modify maladaptive cognitions and develop more adaptive coping and behavioral strategies, CBT can
contribute to improvements in psychological well-being. However, some adolescents may experience persistent emotional
difficulties that are associated with deeper and more enduring patterns of emotional processing that are not completely
addressed through conventional cognitive restructuring. This limitation has encouraged the development of therapeutic
approaches that place greater emphasis on emotional experiences and the individual's relationship with emotions.
Emotional Schema Therapy (EST) is an integrative approach that focuses on the beliefs and interpretations individuals
hold about their own emotions. Emotional schemas may influence how people understand, evaluate, control, express, and
respond to emotional experiences. Maladaptive emotional schemas can lead individuals to perceive negative emotions as
unacceptable, uncontrollable, shameful, or threatening, thereby contributing to emotional avoidance and psychological
distress. EST aims to modify these maladaptive beliefs by increasing emotional awareness, promoting acceptance of
emotional experiences, facilitating adaptive emotional regulation, and developing more flexible responses to difficult
emotions. These characteristics may make EST particularly relevant to adolescents, who are still developing emotional
regulation skills and adaptive strategies for coping with stressful experiences. Despite the established usefulness of CBT
and the growing theoretical and empirical interest in EST, comparatively limited research has directly examined their
relative effectiveness in improving mental health among early-adolescent students. Determining whether one approach
provides greater benefits than the other may contribute to the development of more effective school-based psychological
interventions. Therefore, the present study was conducted to compare the effectiveness of Emotional Schema Therapy
and Cognitive Behavioral Therapy on mental health among female junior high school students.

Methods

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control group and follow-up assessment. The
statistical population consisted of all female junior high school students in Behshahr County who were enrolled during
the 2023-2024 academic year. According to official records, 2,320 students were enrolled at this educational level. The
study sample consisted of 45 students, including 15 participants in Experimental Group 1, 15 in Experimental Group 2,
and 15 in the control group. The Children's Symptom Inventory-4 (CSI-4), designed for children and adolescents aged 6—
14 years, was used to assess mental health. Emotional Schema Therapy was delivered in 10 sessions based on the protocol
developed by Ezzatpour et al. (2018), while Cognitive Behavioral Therapy was administered based on the protocol
developed by Kharazi, Danesh, and Heydarzadegan (2018). The research findings were analyzed using mixed-design
analysis of variance and the Bonferroni post hoc test.

Results

The results showed that both Emotional Schema Therapy and Cognitive Behavioral Therapy had significant effects on
mental health. In addition, significant differences were observed in mental health scores across the three assessment stages
(pretest, posttest, and follow-up), regardless of group. A comparison of the two therapeutic approaches indicated that
Emotional Schema Therapy was more effective than Cognitive Behavioral Therapy in improving mental health.

Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicate that both Emotional Schema Therapy and Cognitive Behavioral Therapy can
be effective psychological interventions for improving mental health among female junior high school students. The
significant changes observed following the interventions suggest that structured psychological treatment can play an
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important role in promoting psychological well-being during early adolescence. This finding is particularly important
because adolescence represents a sensitive developmental period in which emotional difficulties, maladaptive cognitive
patterns, and ineffective coping responses may become established and subsequently influence academic functioning,
interpersonal relationships, and adjustment in later developmental stages. The effectiveness of Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy can be explained by its emphasis on identifying and modifying maladaptive thoughts, dysfunctional beliefs, and
problematic behavioral patterns. Adolescents who experience psychological difficulties may develop negative
interpretations of themselves, others, or stressful situations, which can contribute to emotional distress and maladaptive
behavioral responses. CBT provides students with practical cognitive and behavioral skills that enable them to recognize
unhelpful thought patterns, evaluate their accuracy, develop more adaptive interpretations, and engage in more effective
coping behaviors. These skills may contribute to improved psychological functioning by reducing the impact of
maladaptive cognitions and strengthening adolescents' perceived ability to manage challenging situations. The results also
demonstrated that Emotional Schema Therapy was effective in improving mental health and, importantly, produced
greater improvement than Cognitive Behavioral Therapy. The superior effectiveness of EST may be associated with its
direct focus on individuals' beliefs and attitudes toward their emotional experiences. Adolescents may not only experience
negative emotions but may also develop secondary reactions to those emotions, such as fear of experiencing sadness,
shame about anger, beliefs that emotions are uncontrollable, or attempts to suppress unwanted feelings. Such maladaptive
emotional schemas can intensify psychological distress and interfere with adaptive emotional regulation. By increasing
awareness and acceptance of emotions and helping individuals develop more flexible and adaptive interpretations of
emotional experiences, EST may reduce the secondary distress associated with negative emotions and facilitate healthier
psychological functioning. The observed differences across pretest, posttest, and follow-up assessments further suggest
that the benefits of psychological interventions may extend beyond immediate treatment effects. Nevertheless, the
interpretation of these findings should take into account the characteristics of the study population and the specific
intervention protocols used. The results do not necessarily imply that EST is universally superior to CBT; rather, they
suggest that EST may be particularly beneficial for adolescents whose psychological difficulties are closely related to
maladaptive emotional schemas and difficulties in accepting or regulating emotions. Overall, the findings highlight the
importance of selecting psychological interventions according to the developmental characteristics, psychological needs,
and predominant mechanisms underlying students' difficulties. Incorporating Emotional Schema Therapy into school-
based mental health programs may provide a promising strategy for strengthening adolescents' emotional regulation and
psychological well-being. Future studies with larger samples, longer follow-up periods, and diverse student populations
are recommended to further clarify the comparative effectiveness and long-term sustainability of these therapeutic
approaches.
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