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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Depressive disorder is among the most debilitating psychiatric conditions (Trivedi, 2020), exhibiting
a substantial global incidence (Herrman et al., 2022) and considerable individual and societal repercussions (Gautam
et al., 2020). This condition is a heterogeneous syndrome that presents in diverse clinical manifestations, exhibiting a
broad spectrum of symptoms (Gautam et al., 2020). Classification methods, such as the DSM-5-TR, delineate specific
characteristics, including atypical aspects for major and persistent depressive illness, to enhance comprehension of
this variability (Gautam et al., 2020; American Psychiatric Association, 2022).

Atypical depression is a distinct characteristic of depressive disorder marked by features like mood reactivity,
hypersomnia, increased weight or appetite, a sensation of heavy limbs (leaden paralysis), and interpersonal rejection
sensitivity (Veras & Kahn, 2020). Among these features, rejection sensitivity is significant, with some researchers
considering it a core and specific characteristic of this type of depression (Bozik et al., 2016). Individuals with
interpersonal rejection sensitivity are acutely aware of signs of rejection in social interactions and experience emotions
such as anxiety, anger, sadness, and self-shame (Peng et al., 2023; Kraines et al., 2018). This sensitivity can lead to
maladaptive emotion regulation strategies like overeating, hypersomnia, or avoidance of interpersonal relationships,
ultimately increasing the risk of developing and perpetuating depression (Chou & Hackl, 2022).

Studies have shown that one of the psychological roots of rejection sensitivity can be traced back to early
maladaptive schemas (Young et al., 2003). These schemas are stable cognitive-emotional patterns that form in
individuals' minds due to the unfulfilled fundamental needs of childhood, particularly the need for attachment,
acceptance, and security (Young et al., 2003). Schemas falling within the domain of disconnection and rejection—
such as abandonment, mistrust/abuse, defectiveness/shame, emotional deprivation, and social isolation/alienation—
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cause individuals to believe that others are untrustworthy, that they are unlovable, or that they will eventually be
rejected (Rohner et al., 2023; Garte et al., 2020). People who anticipate rejection or non-acceptance often employ
dysfunctional coping strategies like aggression or withdrawal, which perpetuate these early maladaptive schemas.
These schemas and their accompanying coping strategies are considered significant risk factors for developing
depression (Casini et al., 2021).

Based on the information above, although depressive disorder with atypical features is characterized by different
criteria and features compared to other types of depressive disorder, no cohesive study has been conducted on this
disorder in Iran to date. Therefore, the main objective of the present research is to investigate a conceptual model in
which early maladaptive schemas directly and indirectly influence atypical depression, mediated by interpersonal
rejection sensitivity. This research hypothesizes that early maladaptive schemas predict atypical depression both
directly and through the mediation of interpersonal rejection sensitivity, and that this model has a good fit.

From an applied standpoint, determining the mediating function of rejection sensitivity in the relationship
between schemas and depression can help to create more tailored treatment approaches. This is particularly
important in schema therapy, interpersonal-focused cognitive therapy, and emotion-focused therapies.

Method: The current study utilized a descriptive and correlational methodology. The statistical population for this
study consisted of students aged 18 to 30 from all academic levels in public, Azad, and Payame Noor universities
throughout Iran (2024). According to Kline (2023), confirmatory factor analysis in structural equation modeling
research requires a sample size of at least 200. Based on this, 400 online participants were recruited through social
media platforms (WhatsApp, Telegram, and Eitaa). The research tools included: Young's (1994) Short Form of Early
Maladaptive Schemas Questionnaire; Downey and Feldman's (1996) Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire; and
Bagherzanjani's (2017) DSM-5-based Depression Symptom Checklist. Data were collected online using the Porsline
platform. The research was conducted in collaboration with student scientific societies, and the questionnaire link was
disseminated to the relevant groups and channels. Data were analyzed with SPSS version 26 and AMOS version 24.

Results: Outliers were identified and adjusted once the statistical analyses' assumptions were verified. As a result, 12
cases were omitted from the study. The mean age of the remaining 388 participants was 22.87 + 4.66. Of the
participants, 244 (62.94%) were females and 144 (37.05%) were men. Additionally, 327 (84.27%) were undergraduate
students, 57 (14.72%) were master's students, and 4 (1.02%) were PhD students. Table 1 shows the correlation matrix
for the research variables. The results showed that all factors were substantially and positively linked at the 0.01 level.

Table 1. Correlation Matrix of Research Variables

Variables Emotional Abandonment Muistrust/ Social Isolation/  Defectiveness/  Rejection Atypical
Deprivation Abuse Alienation Shame Sensitivity ~ Depression
Emotional 1
Deprivation
Abandonment **0.34 1
Mistrust/Abuse **0.49 **0.26 1
SOC|a_I Isol_atlon/ (.54 *%(.33 (.62 1
Alienation
Dergﬁfg‘ﬁgew *%0 58 *%0.43 *x0 52 *%0,70 1
Siﬂslilt\'/‘:{‘y *%0,30 %4052 40,32 0,38 40,49 1
D@gﬁgﬁ:n *%0.43 *%0,35 **0.10 *%0.49 *%0.41 *%0.32 1

Depending on the nature of the investigation, path analysis was performed to assess the suggested model, which
hypothesized that early maladaptive schemas in the domains of disconnection and rejection would predict atypical
depression via interpersonal rejection sensitivity as a mediator. The straight path from schemas to atypical depression
was not statistically significant, thus, it was deleted to improve model fit. The path coefficients for this model are
presented in Table 2. As demonstrated in Table 2, all of the direct pathways in the adjusted model are statistically
significant.
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Table 2. Modified Model with Direct and Indirect Effects

Path Coefficient Critical Ratio (C.R) Confidence

Effect Significance Level (p)

() Interval
Direct effect of maladaptive schemas
on rejection sensitivity 0.53 7.26 <0.001
Direct effect of rejection sensitivity
on atypical depression 0.32 4.96 <0.001
Indirect effect of schemas on atypical 0.169 0.128.0.219 0,001

depression via rejection sensitivity

Figure 1. Modified Model

Figure 1 depicts the improved research model, as well as the standardized coefficients for the model's direct
pathways. The updated model's fit was then tested using a variety of model fit indices. Table 3 shows that all fit indices
for the updated model fall within an acceptable range.

Table 3. Fit Indices of the Modified Model

Fit Index Abbreviation Value Cut-off Point
Normed Chi-square CMIN.DF 4.06 5.00>
Comparative Fit Index CFI 0.91 0.90<
Goodness of Fit Index GFlI 0.90 0.90<
Parsimony Comparative Fit Index PCFI 0.67 0.50<
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation RMSEA 0.09 0.06>
Hoelter Index HOLTER 110.00 75.00<

Discussion: This study examined the effect of early maladaptive schemas (EMS) in the domains of Cut and
Rejection, with the mediating role of interpersonal rejection sensitivity (IRS) in predicting atypical depression (AD).
After eliminating the non-significant direct path between EMS and AD, the model demonstrated a satisfactory fit. IRS
alone accounted for 32% of the variance in AD, while EMS predicted 16% of the variance indirectly through IRS.
These findings indicate that the influence of EMS on AD primarily operates through heightened rejection sensitivity,
consistent with previous research by Buzuk et al. (2016) and Janovsky et al (2023).

The aforementioned findings can be explained by the fact that individuals with EMS in the domains of Cut and
Rejection often experienced emotionally neglectful or unpredictable caregiving during childhood, leading to unmet
needs for love and stability. These early experiences create deep-seated beliefs of being unlovable or destined to be
rejected. Consequently, these individuals develop heightened IRS, misinterpreting ambiguous social cues as rejection
or criticism. This tendency can overshadow their relational experiences, making them perceive threats more than trust
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or support. As a result, they frequently relive childhood emotions such as sadness, anger, and fear, which heightens
their vulnerability to depression.

According to other research findings, IRS and EMS in the domains of Cut and Rejection are directly and
significantly correlated. This result is consistent with research conducted by Garthe et al. (2020) and Rohner et al.
(2023). It is feasible to describe how EMS, which is typically formed during childhood, fosters and reinforces people's
fundamental views about rejection and unacceptability. Unconsciously influencing people's actions, ideas, feelings,
and interactions, these schemas usually link difficult childhood experiences to adulthood. People with these schemas
seek proof in social situations to justify their negative ideas, as a result of unmet emotional demands and painful past
experiences. As a result, they react more strongly emotionally and behaviorally to potential rejection signals.

The study also found that atypical depression is positively and significantly predicted by IRS. This supports the
results of the study by Rohner et al. (2023). It is feasible to explain why people who are sensitive to rejection often
interpret facial expressions negatively and ignore positive cues in favor of focusing on negative information about
both themselves and other people. Essentially, EMS in the domains of Cut and Rejection act as a cognitive filter,
making people selectively pay attention to cues that support their unfavorable opinions. By increasing the use of
maladaptive emotional regulation techniques (such as aggression and withdrawal) and decreasing the use of adaptive
ones, rejection sensitivity might impair a person's ability to control their emotions. This interruption can cause severe
mood changes.

Additionally, other findings from this study showed no significant correlation between atypical depression and EMS
in the domains of Cut and Rejection. This conclusion contradicts several of the findings of Young's (2003) study. This
can be explained by stating that EMS alone is insufficient to induce depression symptoms, especially in the Cut and
Rejection. Instead, they serve as risk factors that indirectly affect the likelihood of developing atypical depression by
interacting with other factors like IRS and the adoption of maladaptive coping mechanisms. In other words, by altering
attitudes, perceptions, and communication patterns, EMS makes people more sensitive to rejection from others, which
eventually causes depressed symptoms to manifest.

The study's limitations include a restricted sample of university students (18-30 years old), non-random sample
selection, and the possibility of participant memory bias when recalling depressed events. Future studies should be
conducted on a wide range of age groups, using random sampling methods as well as more diversified data sources
(such as diagnostic interviews).
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