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Objective: The present study aimed to examine the relationship between early
maladaptive schemas, marital expectations, and emotional information
processing with sexual self-concept in women seeking divorce.

Methods: This study employed a correlational research design using structural
equation modeling. The statistical population included all women seeking
divorce who referred to family courts in 2023. A sample of 320 participants
was selected through a multi-stage random sampling method. Research
instruments included the Young Schema Questionnaire (Young, 2003), the
Marital Expectations Questionnaire by Omidvar et al. (2010), the Emotional
Information Processing Questionnaire by Baker et al. (2007), and the Sexual
Self-Concept Inventory by Snell (1995). Path analysis and correlation
coefficients were used for data analysis.

Findings: The findings indicated that there was a significant direct relationship
between early maladaptive schemas, marital expectations, and emotional
information processing with sexual self-concept (p <.01).

Conclusion: It can be concluded that early maladaptive schemas, marital
expectations, and emotional information processing are significantly related to
sexual self-concept.

Keywords: early maladaptive schemas, marital expectations, emotional
information processing, sexual self-concept, divorce.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Divorce is one of the most prevalent social challenges affecting both adults and children
worldwide, with nearly half of first marriages and about 60% of remarriages ending in divorce (Wolchik et
al., 2009). This rising trend in marital dissolution has implications for public health and societal functioning
(Kessler et al., 2023). Among the psychological variables influenced by marital breakdown is sexual self-
concept, a multifaceted and dynamic construct that reflects an individual’s perception of themselves as a
sexual being (Bennecke et al., 2021). It plays a crucial role in personal identity and sexual behavior,
influencing one's emotional experiences and interpersonal relationships (Benson et al., 2018; Both et al., 2018).
Formed through past and current sexual experiences, and shaped by social and psychological
development, sexual self-concept influences and is influenced by cognitive-emotional frameworks and
intimate interactions (Astle & Anders, 2023; Guyon et al., 2020; Mateizer et al., 2022).

One psychological structure deeply connected to sexual self-concept is the early maladaptive
schema, rooted in unmet emotional needs during childhood and adolescence. These schemas are
persistent, dysfunctional patterns that affect how individuals perceive themselves and others (Aliasgari et
al., 2024; Hosseini, 2024). The influence of early experiences—particularly emotional deprivation or
trauma—can give rise to schemas that compromise emotional intimacy and self-worth in adult
relationships (Ghanavati, 2024; Mousavi & Dehshiri, 2015).

A second contributing factor is marital expectations, which encompass the beliefs and desires
partners hold regarding roles, responsibilities, and interactions within marriage. Discrepancies between
expectations and reality may lead to disillusionment, emotional detachment, and ultimately divorce (Baker,
2007; Koosali et al., 2022). Unrealistic or unfulfilled expectations can erode intimacy and diminish
satisfaction, undermining not only the quality of marital relationships but also one’s sexual self-perception
(Faramarzi Rad et al., 2023; Potki et al., 2017).

Lastly, emotional information processing—the way individuals recognize, regulate, and respond
to emotions—plays a key role in sexual identity. Dysfunction in this process, such as emotional
suppression or avoidance, has been shown to impair intimacy and exacerbate psychological distress (Evans-
Paulson et al., 2021; Pines, 1996). Emotional processing styles directly shape self-perception in sexual contexts,
affecting expression, connection, and relational well-being (Baker, 2007).

Given the interplay between these cognitive-affective domains and sexual identity, the present
study sought to investigate the relationship between early maladaptive schemas, marital expectations, and
emotional information processing with sexual self-concept in women seeking divorce.

Methodology

This study adopted a correlational research design utilizing structural equation modeling (SEM).
The statistical population comprised all women seeking divorce who referred to family courts in 2023. A
sample of 320 participants was selected through multi-stage random sampling. Inclusion criteria required
participants to be married women aged between 25 and 50 years; those who failed to complete the
questionnaires were excluded.

Data were collected using the following instruments: the Young Schema Questionnaire (short
form), the Marital Expectations Questionnaire developed by Omidvar et al., the Emotional Information
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Processing Scale by Baker et al., and Snell’s Sexual Self-Concept Inventory. Each instrument had
demonstrated valid psychometric properties in previous Iranian studies.

Data analysis included both descriptive statistics and inferential statistics using Pearson correlation
and path analysis through SPSS-26 and AMOS-21.

Findings

Descriptive analysis indicated the following: early maladaptive schemas had scores ranging from
75 to 450, with a mean of 192.99 (SD = 62.52); marital expectations ranged from 64 to 160, with a mean
of 124.81 (SD = 20.84); emotional information processing ranged from 41 to 118, with a mean of 85.15
(SD = 17.26); and sexual self-concept scores ranged from 110 to 473, with a mean of 307.98 (SD = 62.84).

Pearson correlation coefficients revealed statistically significant relationships between sexual self-
concept and all three predictor variables. Specifically, sexual self-concept was negatively correlated with
early maladaptive schemas (r = -0.438, p < 0.01), positively correlated with marital expectations (r =
0.410, p < 0.01), and negatively correlated with emotional information processing (r = -0.434, p < 0.01).

Structural equation modeling confirmed the hypothesized model, showing acceptable model fit
indices: y?/df = 1.716, RMSEA = 0.048, CFl = 0.914, IFI = 0.913, and GFI = 0.913. All these values fell
within recommended thresholds for model adequacy.

Path analysis revealed the following standardized regression coefficients: early maladaptive
schemas had a significant negative effect on sexual self-concept (B = -0.49, CR = -6.909, p < 0.001);
marital expectations had a significant positive effect (B = 0.29, CR = 4.716, p < 0.001); and emotional
information processing had a significant negative effect (B = -0.43, CR = -5.205, p < 0.001). Thus, all
three predictors significantly influenced sexual self-concept in women seeking divorce.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results demonstrated that early maladaptive schemas significantly and negatively impact
sexual self-concept. As these schemas become more entrenched—particularly those involving emotional
deprivation, mistrust, or vulnerability—they disrupt the individual’s ability to form secure, intimate
relationships and lead to diminished self-worth in sexual contexts. Women with more intense maladaptive
schemas tend to view themselves through a lens of inadequacy, limiting their capacity for sexual
confidence and expression.

Furthermore, marital expectations were found to positively predict sexual self-concept. This
suggests that when women perceive their marital expectations as realistic or fulfilled, they are more likely
to maintain a healthy sexual identity. The presence of mutual respect, emotional support, and equitable
roles within marriage likely contributes to positive self-appraisal as a sexual partner. Conversely, unmet
expectations may lead to disappointment, distancing, and erosion of intimate connection, negatively
influencing sexual self-perception.

Lastly, difficulties in emotional information processing were also significantly associated with a
lower sexual self-concept. Emotional suppression, avoidance, or misinterpretation can hinder an
individual’s ability to connect with their partner and express sexual needs. Poor emotional regulation not
only strains communication but also fosters internalized shame or detachment, which may manifest as
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reduced sexual satisfaction or self-worth. Women who struggle to process and express emotions
effectively may internalize negative sexual experiences, thereby weakening their sexual identity.

These findings suggest that therapeutic interventions aimed at improving emotional regulation,
recalibrating unrealistic marital expectations, and addressing maladaptive cognitive schemas could
significantly enhance sexual self-concept and overall relational well-being in women experiencing marital
dissolution. Future research should expand this model to include variables such as attachment style, sexual
trauma history, and cultural beliefs to provide a more nuanced understanding of sexual self-concept
development.

Limitations of this study include its restriction to women seeking divorce within a specific
demographic and geographical context, potentially limiting generalizability. Additionally, the cross-
sectional design precludes causal interpretations. Longitudinal studies are recommended to examine the
evolution of these relationships over time. Practically, counselors and therapists working with divorcing
couples or individuals in distressed marriages can benefit from incorporating schema therapy, marital
communication training, and emotion-focused techniques to improve outcomes related to sexual identity
and relationship satisfaction.
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