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Abstract

Adolescents, as one of the vulnerable age groups, are exposed to a variety of psychological
problems. The present study aimed to qualitatively analyze the behavioral problems in adolescents
with maladaptive schemas. This study was conducted using a qualitative thematic analysis method.
The research population included all male adolescents aged 12 to 15 years who were studying in
lower secondary school in the academic year 2020-2021 and living in Isfahan. To collect the data,
firstly, Yang’s Schema Questionnaire-Short Form (YSQ-SF) was completed by the students. Then,
the adolescents who scored high in three common schemas (obedience, emotional inhibition, and
strict criteria) Due to the fact that the cut-off point of this questionnaire is 15 and a higher score
indicates the stronger presence of the ineffective schema, they were subjected to a semi-structured
interview. Ten adolescents were selected through purposive sampling. The collected data were
analyzed using Colaizzi’s approach to extract the main themes and subthemes. Data analysis
revealed 6 main categories: aggressive behavior, unwillingness to attend family gatherings, lack of
self-expression, passive behavior, negative emotions, and inner self-talk. Following the findings of
this study, it can be concluded that Early maladaptive schemas (obedience, emotional inhibition and
strict standards) can cause behavioral problems in adolescents.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Adolescence is a stage characterized by an increase in stressors in different areas of life (Lisi et al., 2022).
During this period, a person leaves childhood behind and enters a new stage of their life in which various
aspects of their mental health start to change (Pachucki et al., 2015). During these changes, adolescents may
show certain behavioral problems, which can have a great impact on their future (Alibabaee et al., 2021).

Behavior and behavioral problems are largely a function of the person’s performance and the surrounding
environment (Wang et al., 2018). Individual factors such as schemas have been increasingly addressed in
various studies. The results of these studies indicate that schemas can have a special place in people’s general
health (Aloi et al., 2020).

Researchers have provided strong evidence of the association of early maladaptive schemas with psychological
and behavioral problems (Van Wijk-Herbrink et al., 2018). Early maladaptive schemas are defined as broad,
dysfunctional, and pervasive patterns that include memories, emotions, cognitions, and bodily sensations about
the self and relationships with others. These schemas are formed in early childhood and remain until the end of
life (Orue et al., 2014).

Several studies on adolescents and students have found a significant relationship between the maladaptive
schema of rejection and isolation with several behavioral problems (Van Wijk-Herbrink et al., 2018),
depressive symptoms (Céamara & Calvete, 2012), and separation anxiety (Calvete et al., 2013). Adolescents
with maladaptive schemas use ineffective coping strategies in life. These schemas cause bias in the
interpretation of events, and these misunderstandings, in turn, appear in interpersonal relationships in the
form of misunderstanding, distortions in feedback, and irrational expectations, and in a contradictory and
inevitable way, they lead the lives of adolescents to the stressful conditions of childhood, which are often
harmful to them and cause many problems (Ilanlu et al., 2020).

Furthermore, maladaptive schemas affected by adolescents’ cognitive processing cause behavioral problems
to continue in them. This means that the adolescent focuses only on elements in relationships that confirm
the desired schema and minimizes or denies other conflicting information (Calvete et al., 2013).

Thus, working on the primary maladaptive schemas as the core of behavioral problems can pave the way for
more durable changes while challenging these schemas. Given that adolescents are vulnerable to problems
and since behavioral problems affect all aspects of their personal and social life, any efforts to identify,
diagnose, prevent, control, and treat these problems and improve the mental health of adolescents are
valuable. The findings of the current study can contribute to a deeper understanding of the effects that early
maladaptive schemas may have on adolescent problems. The insights from this study can help develop a
theoretical and practical framework for reducing these types of problems through more purposeful training
and treatment interventions and programs. To this end, this study seeks to qualitatively investigate and
identify behavioral problems in adolescents with maladaptive schemas.

Method

This qualitative study was conducted using content analysis based on Colaizzi’s model. The participants
were selected using purposive sampling from male adolescents aged 12 to 15 years who were studying in
lower secondary school in the academic year 2020-2021 and living in Isfahan. The sampling process
continued until theoretical saturation when no new information was obtained with additional interviews. A
total of 10 adolescents were interviewed. The inclusion criteria were: age between 12 and 15 years, mental
health, willingness to participate in the study, and a high score in schemas including obedience, emotional
inhibition, and strict criteria. The exclusion criteria were unwillingness to cooperate in the study, having
schemas other than the 3 intended schemas, and not completing the questionnaire.

Instruments

In this study, data were collected through Yang’s (1998) Schema Questionnaire-Short Form (YSQ-SF) and
semi-structured interviews. The interviewees were allowed to answer questions within 30 to 45 minutes.
Examples of the interview questions were as follows: “What is the main concern of your mind right now?”,
“What effect do these issues have on you?”. The credibility of the findings was checked by matching the
researcher’s descriptions and the participants’ statements. Besides, after the completion of each interview,
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the notes and the recorded content were carefully studied immediately. It was also tried to verify the validity
of the extracted themes and categories by going forth and back to the participants. Furthermore, the extracted
codes and themes were reviewed in several meetings with several research experts, and the credibility of the
findings was confirmed by the participants and experts in the field.

Procedures

Before starting the data collection process, the objectives of the study and the research procedure were
explained to the participants, and informed consent was obtained from them. The participants were informed
that they could withdraw from the study at any time. They were also assured of the anonymity and
confidentiality of their data. Each interview started with general questions and notes were taken when
recording the content of the interview. The interviews with the participants continued until the data were
saturated, i.e. when no new information was obtained with additional interviews.

Results

Data analysis led to the identification of fifty-two primary codes, twenty secondary codes, and six main codes,
including aggressive behavior, unwillingness to attend family gatherings, lack of self-expression, passive
behavior, negative emotions, and internal self-talk. Aggressive behavior was subcategorized into verbal and non-
verbal aggressive behavior. Unwillingness to attend family gatherings was subcategorized into resistance to going
to parties, short-term presence in gatherings, and not being active in gatherings. The lack of self-expression was
subcategorized into isolation, being quiet, being reserved, speaking cautiously, and not having bold behavior.
Subcategories of passive behavior included being indifferent and surrendering to the will of parents. Moreover,
negative emotions were subcategorized into resentment, hatred, sadness, anxiety, and anger, and internal self-talk
was subcategorized into self-blame, justification, and regret.

Discussion

This study analyzed the behavioral problems of adolescents with maladaptive schemas. The results revealed
six main themes including aggressive behavior, unwillingness to attend family gatherings, lack of self-
expression, passive behavior, negative emotions, and internal self-talk.

Aggressive behavior was subcategorized into verbal and non-verbal aggressive behavior, as confirmed in
previous studies. Individuals with maladaptive initial schemas exhibit more aggressive behaviors.
Externalizing behaviors may be as much a manifestation of early maladaptive schemas as internalizing
behaviors (van Wijk-Herbrink et al., 2018).

Unwillingness to attend family gatherings was subcategorized into resistance to going to parties, short-term
presence in gatherings, and not being active in gatherings. This finding was in line with the results reported in the
literature (Estévez et al., 2021) indicating that early maladaptive schemas can be related to avoidance and isolation
behaviors. Furthermore, Tarig et al. (2021) found that early maladaptive schemas can pave the way for the
emergence of social anxiety.

The lack of self-expression was subcategorized into isolation, being quiet, being reserved, speaking
cautiously, and not having bold behavior. Children with maladaptive schemas have weak self-expression.
Such children avoid close relationships with others and are not bold in expressing their opinions and feelings,
because they are afraid of their parents’ judgment towards them.

Passive behavior was subcategorized into being indifferent and surrendering to the will of the parents. This
finding was in line with the results of previous studies (Sharma, 2021; Baser Baykal & Erden Cinar, 2022).
They found that early maladaptive schemas can be related to passive behaviors. Thus, it can be argued that
sometimes adolescents show passive behavior in response to parents’ strict parenting styles and strict
standards. In this case, the person is passive and tends to be dominated, and their peaceful behavior aims to
gain approval from others and avoid conflict.

Negative emotions were divided into resentment, hatred, sadness, anxiety, and anger. Early maladaptive
schemas can be associated with anxiety behaviors and depressive states (Shute et al., 2019., Saritas-Atalar &
Altan-Atalay, 2020., Dozois et al., 2013). Adolescents with the three mentioned schemas cannot express their
emotions and suffer from emotional inhibition. Thus, they may experience negative feelings or emotions.
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The last theme identified in this study was internal self-talk, which was subdivided into self-blame,
justification, and regret. Early maladaptive schemas can be related to self-critical and rationalization
behaviors (Bishop et al., 2022). People who have a negative mental image of themselves have negative
internal self-talk that can be derived from their maladaptive schemas (strict standards, obedience, and
emotional inhibition) in their childhood. The self-talk in adolescents is caused by compressed inner anger
induced by their schemas.

Conclusions

The analysis of the lived experience of adolescents showed that adolescents with early maladaptive schemas
(obedience, emotional inhibition, and strict standards) display their most important behavioral problems
through six main themes, including aggressive behavior, unwillingness to be in family gatherings, lack of self-
expression, passive behavior, negative emotions, and inner self-talk. Since early maladaptive schemas are
among the important factors in childhood, parenting training and effective parent-child interaction courses can
be held in schools and counseling centers.
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