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Abstract

The present study aimed to conduct a comparative investigation of early maladaptive schemas
according to gender, type of sport, and competitive level among athletes in Kurdistan Province. Early
maladaptive schemas are enduring cognitive-emotional structures rooted in early life experiences.
They can be activated under stressful conditions, such as athletic competition, and may influence
athletes' performance, emotion regulation, and decision-making. This descriptive-correlational study
was conducted on 366 male and female athletes recruited from sports clubs across Kurdistan Province
using convenience sampling. The research instruments included a demographic questionnaire and the
75-item short form of the Young Schema Questionnaire (YSQ-SF75). Data were analyzed using the
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA), and the Kruskal-
Wallis test. The findings indicated that female athletes scored significantly higher than males on the
Self-Sacrifice (M = 18.45, SD = 4.12) and Subjugation (M = 16.73, SD = 3.95) schemas, whereas
male athletes obtained significantly higher scores on Emotional Inhibition (M = 19.62, SD = 4.30)
and Unrelenting Standards/Hypercriticalness (M = 21.15, SD = 4.87) (p < .01). Furthermore, the
three-way interaction among type of sport, competitive level, and level of athletic achievement had a
significant effect on the pattern of early maladaptive schemas (Pillai's Trace = 0.441, F = 1.333,p =
0.020, n? = 0.073). Gender-stratified analyses further revealed that sport-related variables exerted
broader and more pronounced effects on the schema profiles of male athletes than those of female
athletes. Specifically, among men, type of sport, competitive level, and level of athletic achievement
were significantly associated with multiple schema domains, whereas among women, only
competitive level showed a significant association with the Impaired Limits schema domain. The
findings highlight the influence of social and cultural roles on gender-based cognitive differences
within the collectivist context of Kurdistan Province. Based on these results, it 1s recommended that
sport psychology interventions incorporate gender differences, type of sport, competitive level, and
culturally relevant cognitive patterns into their design. Such an approach may enhance athletes' mental
health and performance while helping to prevent the chronic activation of early maladaptive schemas.
Key words: Early maladaptive schemas, Gender differences, Athletes, Psychological
performance, Schema therapy, Sport psychology.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

Early maladaptive schemas (EMSs), as described in Young's schema theory, are deeply rooted
cognitive—emotional structures that originate from early life experiences and influence
individuals' perceptions, emotions, and behaviors in adulthood. These schemas, which typically
develop during childhood or adolescence as a result of negative experiences such as rejection,
repeated criticism, lack of affection, or excessive parental control, organize the individual's
interpretation of self, others, and the world, persisting as relatively stable cognitive traits into
adulthood. In the context of sports, these schemas may be activated under stressful and
competitive conditions, potentially affecting athletes’ emotional regulation, motivation, and
performance. The field of sport psychology has increasingly focused on understanding how
underlying cognitive patterns, including EMSs, shape athletes' responses to pressure and success.
Despite the expanding body of international research linking cognitive schemas to performance
outcomes, there remains a limited understanding of these relationships within non-Western,
collectivist cultures such as Iran, particularly in regions with distinct cultural contexts like
Kurdistan Province. Gender, as a significant sociocultural factor, may also shape how athletes
internalize and express cognitive patterns under competition. Furthermore, the type of sport (team
vs. individual) and competitive level may influence the manifestation of these schemas through
different social structures and performance pressures. Therefore, the present study aimed to
conduct a comparative analysis of early maladaptive schemas based on gender, sport type, and
competitive level among Iranian athletes, focusing specifically on Kurdistan Province as a
representative cultural and social context, to address the existing gap in the domestic literature
and provide a clearer picture of the interaction between gender, culture, and athletic performance.

Materials and Methods

This research employed a descriptive—correlational design. The statistical population included
366 athletes (186 male, 180 female, and 14 who preferred not to disclose their gender) from
sports clubs in Kurdistan Province, Iran, with a minimum age of 17 years and at least one year
of sports experience. Participants were selected through convenience sampling, ensuring
representation from both team and individual sports disciplines. Based on Morgan's table, the
required sample size was estimated at 386, but sampling continued to 400 participants to
increase statistical precision and compensate for potential attrition, ultimately yielding 366
valid responses. The study used two primary instruments:

1. Demographic Questionnaire — to record participants' age, gender, education level,
occupation, marital status, sport type, years of experience, competitive level, and achievement
level.

2. Young's Schema Questionnaire—Short Form (YSQ-SF75) — consisting of 75 items
measuring 15 maladaptive schemas across five domains: disconnection/rejection, impaired
autonomy and performance, impaired limits, other-directedness, and over-vigilance and
inhibition. Each item is scored on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = completely false to 6 = completely
true), with higher scores indicating greater maladaptive schema severity. The construct validity
of the instrument was confirmed (SRMR = 0.085), and the overall reliability (Cronbach's alpha)
was 0.962, with subscale alphas ranging from 0.717 to 0.920.

Data collection was carried out under standardized psychological testing conditions, and all
participants provided informed consent. Prior to statistical analyses, data were screened for
outliers using Z-scores and interquartile range (IQR). Outliers were retained as they belonged
to athletes from various weight categories and disciplines, representing the target population.
Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 24. The Kolmogorov—Smirnov test
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with Lilliefors correction was used to assess normality, and although some variables deviated
from normal distribution, parametric tests were justified due to the large sample size (N = 366)
and the central limit theorem. Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) with age and
sports experience as covariates, and Kruskal-Wallis non-parametric tests, was applied to
identify differences based on gender, sport type, professional level, and achievement level. The
significance threshold was set at p < 0.05.

Results

Descriptive findings revealed that in both male and female groups, the highest mean schema
scores were related to the "impaired autonomy and performance" domain, indicating the role of
performance pressures and social expectations in activating schemas associated with
incompetence and emotional isolation.

Regarding gender differences, female athletes scored higher on self-sacrifice (M = 18.45, SD =
4.12) and subjugation (M = 16.73, SD = 3.95), reflecting tendencies toward compliance,
emotional dependency, and self-neglect. In contrast, male athletes obtained higher scores in
emotional inhibition (M = 19.62, SD = 4.30) and unrelenting standards/perfectionism (M =
21.15, SD =4.87), indicating excessive self-control and rigid performance standards (p <.01).
The MANCOVA results showed that the overall model was statistically significant (Pillai's
Trace = 0.768, F = 54.475, p < 0.001, n* = 0.768). However, contrary to initial expectations,
the main effects of gender (p = 0.754, n? = 0.047), sport type (p = 0.814, n? = 0.040),
professional level (p =0.297, 12> = 0.062), and achievement level (p = 0.989, 1> =0.037) on the
overall schema pattern were not significant. Notably, the three-way interaction effect of sport
type x professional level x achievement level was significant (Pillai's Trace = 0.441, F = 1.333,
p =0.020, n? = 0.073), indicating that the combined influence of these factors, rather than any
single factor alone, determines schema activation patterns. Age as a covariate showed a
significant effect (p = 0.018, n* = 0.105), while sports experience did not (p = 0.074).
Kruskal-Wallis test results further indicated that sport type significantly affected the domains
of disconnection/rejection (y*> = 5.634, p = 0.018), other-directedness (y* = 4.452, p = 0.035),
and overall EMS score (y*=4.620, p = 0.032). Professional level significantly influenced other-
directedness (y*> = 11.912, p = 0.008) and over-vigilance/inhibition (¥*> = 11.670, p = 0.009),
while achievement level affected only other-directedness (%> = 9.705, p = 0.046).

Most notably, gender-disaggregated analyses revealed a striking pattern: sports-related
variables (sport type, professional level, and achievement level) had significantly broader and
deeper effects on male athletes' schemas compared to females. In males, all three sports
variables showed significant associations with multiple schema domains. Specifically, sport
type affected impaired autonomy (x> = 11.162, p = 0.025) and over-vigilance/inhibition (y* =
13.459, p =0.019); professional level affected disconnection/rejection (> = 24.726, p <0.001),
impaired limits (}* = 15.013, p = 0.010), and overall EMS (y* = 16.106, p = 0.007); and
achievement level affected disconnection/rejection (3> = 18.621, p = 0.002), impaired limits (y>
= 14.527, p = 0.013), and overall EMS (3> = 13.781, p = 0.017). In contrast, among female
athletes, only professional level showed a significant effect, specifically on the impaired limits
domain (y* = 13.488, p=0.019).

Comparative interpretation with global findings demonstrated both convergence and
divergence. The results align with Lundqvist et al. (2023), da Silva et al. (2020), and Chalabaev
et al. (2013), who observed similar gender-based schema profiles in athletic populations.
However, partial divergence appeared with Birrer and Morgan (2010) and Chang et al. (2020),
who reported that athletic engagement generally reduced maladaptive schemas due to improved
self-efficacy. The current results suggest that while sports participation may enhance coping in
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some contexts, high-pressure competitive environments can also trigger deeply ingrained
maladaptive schemas, especially under cultural expectations of success and conformity.

The analysis further highlighted the cultural dimension of these schemas. In Kurdistan's collectivist
social structure, interpersonal harmony, family reputation, and respect for authority are prioritized.
Such values may reinforce self-sacrificing or submissive tendencies among female athletes, consistent
with Barbera (2003). Meanwhile, male athletes appear influenced by cultural pressures to exhibit
stoicism and mastery, supporting Alzner (2025) and Terrien et al. (2024), who emphasized that
masculine performance norms foster emotional inhibition and perfectionistic rigidity.

Conclusion

The study provides empirical evidence that gender and cultural context significantly shape the
manifestation of early maladaptive schemas in athletes. The results indicate that cognitive—
emotional disparities between male and female athletes are not solely biological but are socially
constructed and reinforced by sport culture and community norms. These findings expand schema
theory into the field of sport psychology within a non-Western cultural framework, demonstrating
that schemas are dynamically influenced by gender roles, sport type, and contextual pressures.
Crucially, the study reveals that schema expression is not determined by single factors but rather
emerges through complex interactions among gender, sport type, professional level, and
achievement level, with gender serving as a moderating variable in this process.

From an applied perspective, the findings underscore the importance of schema-focused
interventions tailored to athletes' gender-specific needs. For female athletes, schema therapy
could focus on enhancing autonomy, emotional expression, and self-efficacy, while for male
athletes, it may target emotional flexibility, stress tolerance, and moderation of perfectionism.
Furthermore, coaching strategies should integrate awareness of cognitive schemas into athlete
training and mental preparation.

The results also suggest that psychological interventions in sports settings should be designed
based on the interactional characteristics of each group, considering the cultural context and the
specific features of different athlete populations. Sports policymakers can help prevent chronic
maladaptive schema activation by creating supportive environments and reducing pressures
stemming from gender stereotypes, particularly for male athletes. Ultimately, this study
suggests that understanding and modifying maladaptive schemas could serve as a valuable
approach for improving mental resilience, reducing competitive anxiety, and optimizing
performance among athletes. Future research is encouraged to adopt longitudinal and mixed-
method designs to explore causal pathways between schema activation, emotional regulation,
and athletic success across different cultural contexts, as well as to examine specific sports
disciplines and cultural variables such as adherence to collectivist norms with greater precision.
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