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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Older adults often experience psychological challenges associated with
aging, including heightened rejection sensitivity and reduced distress tolerance, which may
adversely affect their mental health and interpersonal functioning. The present study aimed to
investigate the effectiveness of schema therapy on rejection sensitivity and distress tolerance
among older adults.

Methodology: This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control
group. The statistical population consisted of older adults residing in nursing homes in Rasht, Iran,
in 2025. Thirty eligible participants were selected through purposive sampling and randomly
assigned to an experimental group (n = 15) and a control group (n = 15). The experimental group
received ten 90-minute sessions of schema therapy, while the control group received no
psychological intervention. Data were collected using the Boyce and Parker Interpersonal
Sensitivity Questionnaire and the Simons and Gaher Distress Tolerance Scale. Multivariate and
univariate analyses of covariance (MANCOVA and ANCOVA) were used for data analysis.

Findings: Multivariate covariance analysis revealed a significant difference between the
experimental and control groups in the combined dependent variables after controlling for pretest
scores (Wilks’ Lambda = 0.293, F = 30.14, p < 0.001, n* = 0.707). Univariate ANCOVA results
further indicated that schema therapy significantly reduced rejection sensitivity (F = 34.86, p <
0.001, n? = 0.573) and significantly increased distress tolerance (F = 31.15, p < 0.001, n2 = 0.550)
among older adults.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that schema therapy is an effective intervention for improving
psychological functioning in older adults. By modifying maladaptive schemas, restructuring
dysfunctional interpersonal beliefs, and strengthening adaptive emotional coping strategies,
schema therapy can reduce rejection sensitivity and enhance distress tolerance. Therefore, its
application in counseling centers, nursing homes, and geriatric mental health services is
recommended.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Population aging has become one of the most
significant demographic transformations of the
twenty-first century, creating substantial challenges
and opportunities for healthcare systems worldwide.
As life expectancy increases, greater attention has
been directed toward understanding and promoting
psychological well-being among older adults. Aging
is not merely a biological process but also involves
complex psychological, emotional, and social
transitions that influence individuals’ quality of life
and mental health (Gaviano et al., 2024). Older adults
frequently encounter age-related challenges such as
retirement, bereavement, declining physical health,
reduced social participation, and changes in family
roles, all of which can increase vulnerability to
psychological distress and interpersonal difficulties
(Reynolds et al., 2022).

One psychological construct that has received
increasing attention in recent years is rejection
sensitivity. Rejection sensitivity refers to the tendency
to anxiously expect, readily perceive, and intensely
react to social rejection (Shin et al., 2024). Individuals
with high rejection sensitivity often interpret
ambiguous social situations as signs of exclusion or
disapproval and may respond with heightened
emotional distress. Research has shown that rejection
sensitivity significantly influences interpersonal
functioning and social behavior, often leading to
social withdrawal, emotional instability, and reduced
relationship satisfaction (Schaan et al., 2020). Among
older adults, concerns regarding social acceptance and
belonging may become particularly salient because of
reduced social networks, loneliness, and increased
dependency on others. Studies indicate that loneliness
and unmet social relationship expectations are
important contributors to emotional vulnerability
among older adults (Akhter-Khan et al., 2023; Smale et
al., 2022).

Another important psychological variable in later life
is distress tolerance. Distress tolerance refers to an
individual’s perceived capacity to experience and
withstand negative emotional states without engaging
in maladaptive coping strategies (Larrazabal et al.,
2022). Older adults frequently encounter stressors
related to health problems, functional limitations, loss
of loved ones, and concerns about the future. Their
ability to tolerate emotional distress plays a crucial
role in psychological adaptation, resilience, and
overall life satisfaction. Research has demonstrated

that greater distress tolerance is associated with higher
levels of resilience and better psychological
adjustment among older adults (Lima et al., 2023).
Furthermore, distress tolerance has been found to be
positively associated with perceived social support
and life satisfaction among nursing home residents
(Motahari & Torkan, 2024).

Schema therapy provides a comprehensive theoretical
and clinical framework for understanding and
addressing rejection sensitivity and distress tolerance
difficulties. Developed by Young and colleagues,
schema therapy integrates cognitive-behavioral,
attachment-based, experiential, and psychodynamic
approaches to target early maladaptive schemas that
originate from unmet emotional needs during
childhood and persist throughout life (Young et al.,
2024). These maladaptive schemas influence how
individuals perceive themselves, others, and the world
around them. Evidence suggests that maladaptive
schemas contribute to negative interpretations of
interpersonal experiences and emotional difficulties
across various populations (Uvelli et al., 2025).

Growing evidence supports the effectiveness of
schema therapy across a wide range of psychological
conditions. Previous studies have demonstrated its
effectiveness in improving psychological well-being,
perceived social support, and psychological capital
(Moghanloo, 2022). Systematic reviews have also
highlighted its efficacy in treating anxiety disorders,
obsessive-compulsive disorder, and post-traumatic
stress disorder (Peeters et al., 2022). Recent research
has reported positive effects of schema therapy on
rejection sensitivity among female students with
generalized anxiety symptoms (Deyani & Ghoushchian
Choubmasjedi, 2025), married women (Karimi & Lali,
2024), and women seeking cosmetic surgery (Rabiei et
al., 2023). Likewise, schema therapy has been shown
to enhance distress tolerance, resilience, and
emotional  regulation in various populations
(Ahmadzadeh Samani et al., 2021; Bayat et al.,, 2025;
Rahat Dehmordeh et al.,, 2021; Rajaeizadeh & Khayatan,
2025).

The application of schema therapy among older adults
has also gained increasing attention. Studies have
demonstrated its effectiveness in treating personality
disorders in later life and promoting positive schemas
and adaptive emotional functioning among older
adults (Khasho et al., 2023; van Donzel et al., 2021;
Videler et al., 2020). Moreover, schema therapy has
shown promising outcomes in nursing home settings,
suggesting its feasibility and usefulness for elderly
populations (Botter et al, 2022). Despite these




advances, limited research has simultaneously
examined the effects of schema therapy on rejection
sensitivity and distress tolerance among older adults.
Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the
effectiveness of schema therapy on rejection
sensitivity and distress tolerance in older adults
residing in nursing homes.

Methodology

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—
posttest design with a control group. The target
population consisted of older adults residing in
nursing homes in Rasht, Iran, during 2025. Eligible
participants were screened using the study
instruments. Inclusion criteria included residence in a
nursing home, willingness to participate in the study,
and absence of concurrent participation in other
psychological interventions.

A purposive sampling procedure was used to select
participants. Individuals who scored one standard
deviation above the mean on rejection sensitivity and
one standard deviation below the mean on distress
tolerance were considered eligible. Thirty participants
meeting these criteria were selected and randomly
assigned to either an experimental group (n = 15) or a
control group (n = 15).

Data were collected using the Boyce and Parker
Interpersonal  Sensitivity Questionnaire and the
Simons and Gaher Distress Tolerance Scale. Prior to
the intervention, all participants completed the
measures as a pretest. The experimental group
participated in a schema therapy program consisting
of ten 90-minute sessions, while the control group
received no psychological intervention. Following
completion of the treatment program, both groups
completed the same measures as a posttest.

The schema therapy intervention focused on
identifying early maladaptive schemas, exploring their
developmental origins, challenging dysfunctional
beliefs, strengthening the Healthy Adult mode,
improving emotional awareness, and promoting
adaptive coping strategies. Therapeutic techniques
included cognitive restructuring, imagery exercises,
chair work, role-playing, behavioral assignments,
emotional processing, and limited reparenting.

Descriptive statistics were calculated to summarize
the data. Multivariate analysis of covariance
(MANCOVA) was employed to examine the overall
effects of the intervention on the combined dependent
variables. Subsequently, univariate analyses of
covariance (ANCOVA) were conducted to assess the
specific effects of schema therapy on rejection
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sensitivity and distress tolerance. All statistical
analyses were performed using SPSS version 27.

Findings

Descriptive analyses indicated that participants in the
experimental and control groups were comparable at
pretest. Following the intervention, noticeable
changes were observed in both dependent variables
among participants receiving schema therapy.

The multivariate analysis of covariance demonstrated
a statistically significant difference between the
experimental and control groups in the combined
dependent variables after controlling for pretest
scores. The Wilks” Lambda statistic indicated a
significant overall treatment effect, confirming that
schema therapy influenced the collective pattern of
rejection sensitivity and distress tolerance outcomes.

The univariate analyses further revealed significant
treatment effects for each dependent variable. Results
showed that schema therapy significantly reduced
rejection sensitivity among older adults. After
controlling for pretest scores, participants in the
experimental group exhibited lower adjusted posttest
means than those in the control group. The effect size
indicated that a substantial proportion of variance in
rejection sensitivity was attributable to the
intervention.

In addition, schema therapy significantly increased
distress tolerance among participants in the
experimental group. Adjusted posttest means
demonstrated that older adults receiving schema
therapy reported greater capacity to tolerate and
manage emotional distress compared with participants
in the control group. The obtained effect size
suggested a strong intervention impact on distress
tolerance.

Taken together, the findings supported the primary
hypothesis of the study and confirmed that schema
therapy effectively reduced rejection sensitivity while
simultaneously enhancing distress tolerance among
older adults residing in nursing homes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrated that schema
therapy is an effective intervention for improving
important aspects of psychological functioning among
older adults. The significant reduction in rejection
sensitivity suggests that modifying maladaptive
schemas can alter how older adults interpret
interpersonal  experiences and perceive social
interactions. Through identifying and restructuring
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dysfunctional Dbeliefs related to abandonment,
emotional  deprivation, social isolation, and
defectiveness, participants became less likely to
interpret ambiguous social situations as indicators of
rejection. The therapeutic relationship and corrective
emotional experiences provided during treatment may
have further contributed to developing a stronger
sense of interpersonal security and self-worth.

The results also revealed a significant improvement in
distress tolerance following schema therapy. This
finding suggests that addressing maladaptive schemas
and dysfunctional coping styles can increase
individuals’ ability to experience and manage
negative emotions without resorting to avoidance or
maladaptive reactions. The intervention appears to
have strengthened emotional regulation capacities and
enhanced participants’ willingness to tolerate
distressing experiences while maintaining adaptive
functioning.

The simultaneous improvement in rejection sensitivity
and distress tolerance highlights the interconnected
nature of cognitive, emotional, and interpersonal
processes in later life. Older adults often face multiple
stressors that activate longstanding maladaptive
schemas and contribute to emotional vulnerability. By
targeting these underlying cognitive-emotional
structures, schema therapy appears capable of

producing broad psychological benefits rather than
merely alleviating specific symptoms.

The findings also underscore the suitability of schema
therapy for older adult populations. The intervention’s
emphasis on emotional needs, life experiences,
interpersonal relationships, and adaptive coping
strategies aligns well with the developmental
challenges associated with aging. Moreover, the
positive outcomes observed in a nursing home setting
suggest that schema therapy can be successfully
implemented in institutional care environments.

In conclusion, schema therapy represents a promising
and effective psychological intervention for older
adults experiencing elevated rejection sensitivity and
low distress tolerance. By modifying maladaptive
schemas, strengthening adaptive coping mechanisms,
and fostering healthier emotional processing, schema
therapy can contribute substantially to psychological
well-being, emotional resilience, and interpersonal
adjustment in later life. These findings support the
integration of schema therapy into mental health
services for older adults and highlight its potential
role in promoting successful aging and improved
quality of life.
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