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Background: Obsessive-compulsive disorder is a chronic mental disorder that requires different
treatments due to its complex nature. Schema therapy (ST) and exposure and response prevention
(ERP) are two treatments that have been studied in people with obsessive-compulsive disorder
(OCD), and previous studies have shown them to be effective. However, few studies have
investigated the effectiveness of integrating these two methods in comparison with other methods.
Aims: The study aimed to compare the effectiveness of the ST and the integration of schema therapy
with the exposure and response prevention technique (STERP) in treating distress tolerance in
women with washing compulsions.

Methods: The research method was quasi-experimental with a pre-test-post-test design and a 2-
month follow-up. The statistical population included all women with obsessive-compulsive disorder
referred to counseling centers in the north and center of Tehran from the beginning of November to
the end of February 2020. Forty-five people were selected by a convenience method based on
inclusion criteria. The first intervention group (ST) received 12 sessions, and the second intervention
group (STERP) received 14 sessions. The research instrument included the Distress Tolerance Scale
(DTS) (Simmons & Gaher, 2005). Data were analyzed by mixed-design analysis of variance and
Bonferroni test in SPSS-23 software.

Results: The results showed that ST and STERP interventions increased distress tolerance in women
with washing compulsions at the end of interventions and follow-up period (P<0.0001), but STERP
was more effective in treating distress tolerance compared to the ST.

Conclusion: The results showed that using exposure and response prevention methods integrated
with schema therapy for patients with obsessive-compulsive disorder allows the them to analyze
different dimensions of anxiety-inducing stimuli and provides a more appropriate answer to it.
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Introduction

Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) affects 2% of
the world's population (Al-Sheikh & Al-Sheikh,
2021). Obsessions can take many forms such as
washing and cleaning compulsions affecting more
than half of individuals diagnosed with OCD (Wahl
et al., 2020). Washing compulsion is an annoying
feeling based on the belief that the contaminations
have not yet disappeared despite repeated washing
and that any accidental contact or exposure to
contaminations will result in total contamination and
serious damage. Due to this mindset, patients are
constantly worried about protecting themselves from
contaminations and, therefore, resort to extreme
cleaning and washing while they arehardly conviced
to be or feel clean (Jacoby & Abramowitz, 2016).
Since that compulsive behaviors occur frequently,
one feels unable to control them and, consequently,
experiences debilitating anxiety (Wagner et al.,
2019). There is evidence that low distress tolerance is
a risk factor of OCD, and fear of negative emotions is
strongly associated with OCD symptoms (McCubbin
& Sampson, 2006). OCD patients usually seek
treatment while suffering from other symptoms and
disorders such as depression, panic, anxiety, and
worry (Abramowitz, 2018). In addition to medical
treatments, psychotherapies are also used to treat
OCD symptoms, including schema therapy (ST)
(Khasho et al., 2019) and exposure and response
prevention (ERP) therapy (Abramowitz, 2018). ST is
an integrative treatment approach which targets
maladaptive cognitive schemas through cognitive,
behavioral, interpersonal, and  experiential
interventions (Herts & Evans, 2021). Previous
research (Bakhshipour et al, 2022; Rajabi et al., 2020;
Danaei Sij et al., 2018; Ahovan et al., 2019; San &
Gencgoz, 2019; Taylor et al.,, 2017) studied and
confirmed the effectiveness of ST on stress, anxiety,
depression, guilt, OCD symptoms, and emotional
self-awareness.

Despite the availability of effective treatments for
OCD, some patients do not respond adequately to the
given treatment and integrating other potentially
effective methods and techniques could be
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advantageous, for instance, integrating schema
therapy with ERP (STERP), which was first applied
by Thiel and her colleagues (2016). ERP is a type of
cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) currently used as
a standard treatment for patients with OCD of varying
degrees of severity (Pittenger et al., 2017). It includes
(1) gradual and systematic exposure to stimuli that
cause OCD, (2) prevention or avoidance of
compulsive rituals, and (3) cognitive therapy
enhances learning based on exposure techniques
(Ong et al., 2016). Being hindered the performance of
rituals or avoidance of stimuli, patients are directly or
imaginatively exposed to situations that cause
discomfort and anxiety (Sheu et al., 2020). Previous
research (Reid et al., 2021; Mathes et al., 2020;
Schneider et al., 2020; Mohammadnejad et al, 2022;
Hasani et al., 2020) showed the effect of ERP on fear,
disgust and compulsive washing, and OCD
symptoms in OCD patients. A study (Peeters et al.,
2021) showed that the combination of ST with ERP
(STERP) is effective in threating chronic anxiety in
patients with personality disorders. The results of the
study by Thiel et al. (2016) showed that the
effectiveness of STERP in the treatment of OCD
patients.

Although previous studies considered ST and ERP
effective, few studies have investigated the
effectiveness of the integration of these two methods
in comparison with other methods. The study aimed
to compare the effectiveness of the ST and the
integration of schema therapy with the exposure and
response prevention technique (STERP) in treating
distress tolerance in  women with washing
compulsions.

Method

The study was a two-month follow-up quasi-
experiment with a controlled pretest-posttest design.
Its population included all women referred to
counseling clinics in the north and center of Tehran
from October 22, 2020, to February 18, 2021, who
were diagnosed with OCD by a psychiatrist. 76
eligible individuals from this group were invited to
register as potential samples. Then a psychological
interview was conducted, and the distress tolerance
scale (DTS) was used to select the final sample group.
45 subjects were selected as the final sample, and 15
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were randomly assigned to the ST intervention group,
15 to the STERP group, and 15 to the control group.
The mean age of participants in the ST, STERP, and
control groups were 34.42, 32.86, and 33.40.
Inclusion criteria included age range 25-40 years,
having at least diploma education, washing
compulsions for at least 2 years, stopping medication,
if any, for at least 6 months, informed and written
consent to participate in research, and obtaining a low
score on DTS.

The first intervention group (ST) attended twelve 75-
90-min sessions based on the guidelines of the short-
term ST of Yang and his colleagues (2006). The
second intervention group (STERP) participated in
fourteen 75-90-min sessions based on Thiel and her
colleagues' training package (2016). The control
group did not receive any training or treatment during
the same time. A week and then two months after the
treatment sessions, DTS questions were answered as
the post-test and the follow-up test by all three
groups.

Results

Descriptive data analysis shows the differences
between the groups of each measurement step. Table
1 shows that the mean and standard deviation of
distress tolerance in the two intervention groups
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compared to the control group has changed in the
post-test stage compared to the pretest stage.

To evaluate the normality of DTS and its components
scores, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov Z showed no
difference in the distribution of DTS scores and the
distribution of its components scores during the pre-
test, post-test, and two-month follow-up was normal
(P>0.05). Levene's test was used to test the
homogeneity of variance, and it showed similar
differences between DTS and its components scores
(P>0.05), that is the homogeneity of variance in the
first and second experimental groups and control
group are met.

Data analysis was performed by mixed-design
analysis of variance, and the results are presented in
Table 2. It shows that concerning the within-subjects
factor, the F- value calculated for effect of stages
(pretest, posttest, and follow-up) on distress tolerance
Is significant at a level less than 0.01, and there is a
significant difference between the mean scores of
pretest, posttest, and follow-up of distress tolerance;
and for the between-subjects factor, the F-value
calculated at the level less than 0.01 is significant; as
a result, there is a significant difference between the
overall mean of distress tolerance in the intervention
and control groups.

Table 1. Descriptive indicators in the first intervention group (ST) and the second intervention group (STERP) and the control group

Stage Intervention 1 (ST) Intervention 2: (STERP) Control
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Pretest 31.33 6.73 31.00 9.85 30.67 411
Posttest 49.00 6.01 51.60 8.33 30.93 6.01
Follow-up 46.67 5.60 49.27 10.35 33.47 6.67

Table 2. Summary of the results of mixed analysis of variance with within-subjects and between-subjects factors in the distress tolerance

Factor Source of change et 25, A0 oD E Significance Ef_fect
squares freedom squares size
distress Time of stages 4690.548 2 2345.274  140.752 0.0001 0.770
tolerance ~ Group 3996.104 2 1998.052 15.594 0.0001 0.426
Interaction of group stages ~ 1961.807 4 490.452 29.435 0.0001 0.584
Table 3. Summary of Bonferroni post hoc test results (multiple comparisons) in distress tolerance
Stages/groups Difference of means Standard error Sig
Pretest-posttest -12.844* 0.943 0.0001
Stages Pretest-follow-up -12.133* 0.937 0.0001
Posttest-follow-up 0.711 0.943 0.892
ST-STERP -1.622 2.386 1
Groups ST-control group 10.644* 2.386 0.0001
STERP-control 12.627* 2.386 0.0001
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The Bonferroni post hoc test (multiple comparisons)
was used to evaluate the differences between the
means of the post hoc test stages. Table 3 shows a
significant distinction between distress tolerance
scores of the pretest and posttest and follow-up. A
comparison of adjusted means shows that the scores
of the pretest stage of distress tolerance are lower than
in the post-test and follow-up stages. The comparison
of the means between the effect of the first and second
intervention groups and the control group shows that
the distress tolerance scores in the first and second
intervention groups are higher than the control group.
Also, concerning the interaction of stage and group
factors, the F-value calculated for the effect of stages
(pretest, posttest, and follow-up) between the two
intervention and control groups is significant at 0.01.
An examination of changed implies shows that the
scores of the pretest phase of distress tolerance are
lower than in the post-test and follow-up stages.

Conclusion

The study was planned to compare the effectiveness
of ST and its integration with the ERP technique on
distress tolerance of women with washing
compulsions. It showed changes in the distress
tolerance scores of subjects being received
intervention. Both the ST and STERP interventions
have a long-lasting effect on increasing the distress
tolerance of women with washing compulsions,
which is consistent with the results of the study by
Peeters et al. (2021), and Thiel et al. (2016). Also, the
results of the Bonferroni test showed that STERP is
more effective than ST in increasing the distress
tolerance of women with washing compulsions.

The study compares ST and STERP in women with
washing compulsions for the first time. It differs from
previous studies because it seeks to evaluate the
effectiveness of less popular interventions such as ST
and STERP in the clinical sample group of OCD
patients. The results confirmed the effectiveness of
both interventions in increasing distress tolerance.
However, STERP was more effective than ST. In fact,
the use of exposure techniques along with cognitive,
experimental, and behavioral techniques in ST
intervention enables OCD patients to analyze
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different dimensions of anxiety stimuli and thus
provide a good answer to it. Compulsive actions and
thoughts seem very real and normal to the patient,
though they are annoying. They are not imperative;
no one oblige an OCD person to wash their hands ten
times in the real world. When the therapist tells the
client to do the same obsessive actions, but at
predetermined times, client's actions and thoughts are
performed according to the therapist's instructions,
not compulsive attacks. Thus, STERP leads to insight
and cognitive change and reduces rumination and
anxiety and, in general, washing compulsion
symptoms.

The study faced some limitations. ST was integrated
with ERP for the first time in Iran. Therefore, there is
a need for further comparative research to achieve
more conclusive results. Also, a two-month follow-
up was used to evaluate the stability of changes in the
experimental groups. To determine better the degree
of stability of treatment outcomes, it is recommended
to performing six-month or one-year follow-ups.
Similar studies with other sampling methods and on
other OCD categories are also recommended. Since
the interventions in both experimental groups were
performed by a therapis, her personality
characteristics may have an interactive effect in
applying the interventions. Therefore, it is suggested
to employing two therapists in future research to
evaluate and compare the effectiveness of the two
therapies and control the therapist's effect.
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