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Abstract

This study aimed to predict marital burnout based on early maladaptive schema domains and to examine the mediating role of marital
empathy deficits among married women. This applied, descriptive-correlational study employed structural equation modeling and path
analysis. The statistical population consisted of married women with symptoms of marital burnout who attended psychological,
counseling, and family counseling centers in Tehran in spring 2026. A total of 250 participants were selected through purposive sampling.
Data were collected using the 75-item Young Schema Questionnaire, the Batson Empathy Adjective Scale, reverse-scored to assess marital
empathy deficits, and the Pines Marital Burnout Measure. Data were analyzed using SPSS version 28 and AMOS version 24 through
Pearson correlation, path analysis, and bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples. The structural model demonstrated an acceptable fit
(y?/df=2.381, RMSEA=.069, GFI=.941, CFI=.902, NFI=.930, IF1=.914, AGF1=.924, PGFI=.733). Disconnection/rejection ($=.269,
p<.001) and overvigilance/inhibition (B=.198, p=.013) significantly and positively predicted marital empathy deficits.
Disconnection/rejection (=.402), impaired autonomy/performance (f=.215), other-directedness ($=.348), and overvigilance/inhibition
(B=-232) exerted significant positive direct effects on marital burnout, whereas impaired limits had no significant direct effect. Marital
empathy deficits significantly predicted greater marital burnout (=.352, p<.001). Bootstrap analysis confirmed significant indirect effects
of disconnection/rejection (B=.095) and overvigilance/inhibition (=.070) on marital burnout through marital empathy deficits, whereas
the indirect effects of impaired autonomy/performance, impaired limits, and other-directedness were nonsignificant. Overall, the predictors
explained 48% of the variance in marital burnout. Marital empathy deficits constitute an important mechanism through which
disconnection/rejection and overvigilance/inhibition schemas contribute to marital burnout. Accordingly, couple-based interventions
targeting these maladaptive schemas while strengthening empathic capacities may help reduce marital burnout among married women.
Keywords: Early maladaptive schemas; Marital empathy deficits; Marital burnout; Married women; Structural equation modeling.
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Introduction

Marital relationships constitute a central context for emotional security, psychological well-being, interpersonal
development, and family stability. The quality of the marital bond is shaped by continuous reciprocal interactions
between spouses, and dissatisfaction or dysfunction in this relationship may influence not only the couple but also
the broader family system. Recent dyadic evidence indicates that marital satisfaction and life satisfaction are
interdependent between partners, highlighting the need to understand marital functioning through both intrapersonal
and interpersonal mechanisms (Cheon et al., 2026). Among the adverse outcomes of persistent relational
difficulties, marital burnout is particularly important. It represents a progressive state of physical, emotional, and
psychological exhaustion arising when expectations, emotional investments, and relational resources are repeatedly
depleted. Marital burnout has been associated with conflict-management processes and may vary according to
gender and sociocultural context (Obioma et al., 2025). Previous research has also linked marital burnout to sexual
satisfaction, attachment processes, emotion regulation, psychological vulnerabilities, and cognitive-emotional
characteristics (Ali Akbari & Garzin Mataei, 2024; Mohammadi et al., 2025; Najafi et al., 2025; Rostami &
Saeid Taleshi, 2024). Accordingly, identifying deeper and relatively stable psychological factors that predispose
individuals to marital burnout is essential.

Early maladaptive schemas provide an important theoretical framework for understanding enduring cognitive-
emotional vulnerabilities in intimate relationships. These schemas are broad and persistent patterns concerning the
self, others, and interpersonal relationships that are generally rooted in unmet emotional needs and adverse
developmental experiences. Once activated, they can influence attention, interpretation, emotional responses, and
interpersonal behavior. Contemporary theoretical accounts emphasize that such schemas may function as persistent
predictive structures through which earlier adverse experiences continue to shape later emotional and relational
functioning (Ramamurthy & Chen, 2025). Research on romantic relationships has consistently demonstrated
associations between maladaptive schemas and relationship satisfaction, communication quality, attachment
processes, and interpersonal adjustment (Ginalska & Cichopek, 2025; Grabowski, 2023; Kozan et al., 2025).
In marital contexts specifically, maladaptive schemas have been associated with poorer relationship quality and
dysfunctional communication beliefs (Torabi et al., 2025). Studies have further demonstrated that early
maladaptive schemas significantly predict marital burnout among married women and may interact with factors
such as family intimacy and cognitive emotion regulation (Bagheri, 2025; Basirifard & Salameh Zavareh, 2025;
Sattarian & Shojaei, 2025). Similar associations have been reported in women experiencing premenstrual

syndrome and in models involving attachment and marital burnout (Daremi et al., 2025; Mohammadvardi et
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al., 2024). International findings likewise suggest that maladaptive schemas may influence happiness, relationship
satisfaction, and perceived power within marriage (Bozkaya, 2026).

However, the association between maladaptive schemas and marital burnout may not be exclusively direct. One
potentially important interpersonal mechanism is marital empathy. Empathy enables spouses to understand each
other's emotional states, perspectives, needs, and experiences and to respond to them appropriately. Effective
marital empathy can facilitate emotional validation, constructive conflict resolution, intimacy, forgiveness, and the
restoration of relational security. Previous studies have demonstrated relationships between marital empathy and
perceived marital quality, quality of life, marital awareness, forgiveness, mindfulness, and communication patterns
(KavehFarsani & Worthington, 2024; Kheirabadi, 2025; Sahin & Sirin, 2025). Conversely, deficits in marital
empathy may promote misunderstanding, emotional distance, ineffective conflict resolution, and cumulative
relational exhaustion. Evidence also suggests that empathy may operate as a mediating mechanism between
maladaptive schema domains and psychological or interpersonal outcomes (Kilic & Onnar, 2025). Furthermore,
early maladaptive schemas have been found to predict couples' empathy capacity and communication patterns
(Taleghani Nejad, 2022), while other research has linked schemas, empathy, and emotional functioning within
mediational frameworks (Deylam Salehi, 2023). Marital empathy has also been identified as a mediator in the
relationship between marital burnout, mindfulness, and marital conflict (Rahmanian & Zabeli Sisakht, 2025).
These findings raise the possibility that certain schema domains may contribute to marital burnout partly by
disrupting the ability to understand and respond empathically to the spouse. Therefore, the present study aimed to
predict marital burnout based on early maladaptive schemas and to examine the mediating role of marital empathy
deficits among married women.

Methods and Materials

This applied study used a descriptive-correlational design based on structural equation modeling and path analysis.
The statistical population consisted of married women with symptoms of marital burnout who attended
psychological service centers, counseling centers, and family counseling centers in Tehran during spring 2026.
Considering the requirements of structural equation modeling and the number of free parameters in the proposed
model, a final sample of 250 women was selected through purposive sampling. Initially, 270 participants completed
the questionnaires; 20 cases were excluded because of incomplete, inconsistent, or unreliable responses. Inclusion
criteria comprised an age range of 20-50 years, at least a high-school diploma, a minimum of six months of marital
life, a score above the cutoff point of 53 on the Pines Marital Burnout Measure, absence of acute medical or
psychiatric disorders based on self-report, and willingness to participate. Incomplete or implausible questionnaire
responses constituted exclusion criteria.

Data were collected using a demographic information form, the 75-item Young Schema Questionnaire assessing
the five schema domains of disconnection/rejection, impaired autonomy/performance, impaired limits, other-
directedness, and overvigilance/inhibition, the Batson Empathy Adjective Scale adapted to the marital context and
reverse-scored to represent marital empathy deficits, and the Pines Marital Burnout Measure. Internal consistency

coefficients in the present sample were acceptable to high for the study variables. Data analysis was conducted
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using SPSS version 28 and AMOS version 24. Pearson correlations were calculated to examine bivariate
relationships. Structural equation modeling with a path-analysis approach was then used to test direct and indirect
relationships. Model fit was evaluated using y*df, RMSEA, GFI, AGFI, CFI, NFI, IFI, and PGFI. The significance
of indirect effects was tested through bootstrap analysis using 5,000 resamples and 95% confidence intervals.
Findings

The participants had a mean age of 36.98 years (SD=7.93), and the mean duration of marriage was 10.94 years
(SD=7.61). Preliminary analyses supported the suitability of the data for parametric and structural analyses.
Univariate skewness and kurtosis values were within acceptable limits, multivariate normality was supported, no
serious univariate or multivariate outliers were detected, and variance inflation factor values ranged from 1.11 to
3.69, indicating the absence of problematic multicollinearity. The Durbin-Watson statistic was 1.85, supporting the
independence of residuals.

Pearson correlation analysis showed that total early maladaptive schemas were positively associated with marital
burnout (r=.49, p<.001) and marital empathy deficits (r=.29, p<.001). Marital empathy deficits were also positively
correlated with marital burnout (r=.32, p<.001). Among the schema domains, disconnection/rejection and impaired
autonomy/performance had the strongest bivariate correlations with marital burnout (both r=.46), followed by other-
directedness (r=.43), overvigilance/inhibition (r=.40), and impaired limits (r=.34).

The structural model demonstrated acceptable fit to the empirical data: y*df=2.381, RMSEA=.069, GFI=.941,
AGFI=.924, CFI=.902, NFI=.930, IFI=.914, and PGFI=.733. The predictors collectively explained 48% of the
variance in marital burnout. Regarding the prediction of marital empathy deficits, disconnection/rejection had a
significant positive effect (f=.269, p<.001), as did overvigilance/inhibition (f=.198, p=.013). The paths from
impaired autonomy/performance, impaired limits, and other-directedness to marital empathy deficits were not
statistically significant.

Regarding direct effects on marital burnout, disconnection/rejection was the strongest predictor (f=.402, p<.001).
Other-directedness also showed a significant positive effect (p=.348, p<.001), followed by overvigilance/inhibition
(B=.232, p=.002) and impaired autonomy/performance (f=.215, p=.010). The direct effect of impaired limits on
marital burnout was not significant. Marital empathy deficits exerted a significant positive direct effect on marital
burnout (f=.352, p<.001).

Bootstrap analyses further showed that marital empathy deficits significantly mediated the association between
disconnection/rejection and marital burnout, with a standardized indirect effect of .095. A significant indirect effect
was also observed for overvigilance/inhibition through marital empathy deficits, with a standardized coefficient of
.070. In contrast, the indirect effects of impaired autonomy/performance, impaired limits, and other-directedness
through marital empathy deficits were not statistically significant.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that marital burnout among married women can be meaningfully explained through the
combined contribution of deep cognitive-emotional schemas and an interpersonal emotional process, namely

marital empathy deficits. The particularly strong direct effect of disconnection/rejection suggests that expectations
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of abandonment, emotional deprivation, mistrust, rejection, or lack of reliable emotional support may constitute
especially important vulnerabilities in marital relationships. Women characterized by such schemas may be more
likely to interpret ambiguous behavior from their spouses as evidence of neglect, rejection, or emotional
unavailability. Repeated activation of these expectations may generate persistent insecurity, defensive reactions,
emotional withdrawal, and relational exhaustion.

The significant direct effects of impaired autonomy/performance, other-directedness, and overvigilance/inhibition
further demonstrate that different schema domains may contribute to burnout through partially distinct
psychological mechanisms. Impaired autonomy may intensify feelings of dependence, vulnerability, and inefficacy
when marital difficulties occur. Other-directedness may contribute to burnout through chronic self-sacrifice,
suppression of personal needs, and excessive investment in maintaining relational approval.
Overvigilance/inhibition may promote rigid standards, emotional suppression, excessive self-control, and reduced
emotional spontaneity, all of which can gradually diminish intimacy and increase psychological strain.

A particularly important finding was the significant role of marital empathy deficits. Women who had greater
difficulty understanding and responding appropriately to their spouse's emotional experiences reported higher
marital burnout. Empathy is central to the repair of relational tensions because it facilitates perspective taking,
emotional validation, and supportive responding. When empathy is impaired, misunderstandings may become more
frequent, conflicts may remain unresolved, and partners may increasingly experience loneliness or emotional
disconnection within the marriage. Over time, these processes can deplete psychological and emotional resources
and intensify marital burnout.

The mediation findings provide a more specific explanation of how certain schemas may influence marital burnout.
Disconnection/rejection and overvigilance/inhibition were associated with burnout not only directly but also
indirectly through increased marital empathy deficits. Thus, part of the detrimental influence of these schema
domains appears to operate by disrupting the capacity for empathic engagement with the spouse. In contrast,
impaired autonomy/performance and other-directedness affected marital burnout directly without a significant
empathy-mediated pathway, suggesting that these schemas may operate through alternative mechanisms such as
dependency, self-sacrifice, ineffective coping, or chronic suppression of personal needs.

Overall, the findings support a multidimensional understanding of marital burnout in which enduring cognitive-
emotional structures interact with interpersonal emotional capacities. The explanatory power of the model,
accounting for 48% of the variance in marital burnout, indicates that early maladaptive schemas and marital
empathy deficits represent substantial but not exclusive determinants of marital exhaustion. Other relational,
emotional, sexual, personality, and contextual factors are also likely to contribute. Nevertheless, the present results
suggest that assessment and intervention for marital burnout may benefit from moving beyond the management of
overt conflicts and addressing deeper schema-based expectations as well as deficiencies in empathic responding.
Interventions that modify maladaptive beliefs related to rejection, insecurity, emotional inhibition, and rigid
standards while simultaneously strengthening emotional recognition, perspective taking, validation, and empathic

communication may be particularly useful. In conclusion, early maladaptive schemas, especially
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disconnection/rejection and overvigilance/inhibition, contribute to marital burnout both directly and through marital
empathy deficits, highlighting empathy as an important interpersonal mechanism in the development and
maintenance of marital burnout among married women.
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