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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to compare emotional schemas and coping styles among
patients with chronic musculoskeletal pain based on differences in pain intensity and pain
acceptance.

Methodology: A causal-comparative (ex post facto) design was employed. The
population consisted of patients with chronic pain who attended the Pain Clinic of Rasoul
Akram Hospital in Tehran. A purposive sample of 160 individuals was assigned into four
groups of 40 based on pain intensity (severe vs. mild) and pain acceptance (with acceptance
vs. without acceptance). Instruments included the Chronic Pain Questionnaire, the Pain
Acceptance Questionnaire, the Emotional Schema Scale, and the Coping Styles
Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using Shapiro—Wilk tests, multivariate analysis of
variance (MANOVA), ANOVA, and Bonferroni post hoc tests.

Findings: Findings revealed significant main effects of pain intensity and pain acceptance
on all dependent variables (p < 0.05). Patients with severe pain and low acceptance
demonstrated significantly higher levels of negative emotional schemas, including greater
negative emotional appraisal and negative cognitive responses to emotion. They also showed
higher scores on avoidant and emotion-focused coping and lower levels of problem-focused
coping. Patients with higher pain acceptance consistently reported lower negative schemas
and more adaptive coping styles. A significant interaction effect (pain intensity X
acceptance) indicated that pain acceptance attenuates the maladaptive emotional and coping
outcomes associated with severe pain.

Conclusion: Pain intensity and pain acceptance jointly shape emotional schemas and
coping strategies in individuals with chronic pain. Enhancing pain acceptance and
strengthening problem-focused coping may reduce maladaptive emotional responses and
improve psychological adjustment in chronic pain patients.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Chronic pain represents one of the most pervasive and costly health problems worldwide, affecting millions of individuals and consistently
ranking among the leading sources of disability across diverse age groups. Recent epidemiological evidence indicates that chronic pain
prevalence has increased steadily, placing a significant burden on physical functioning, psychological well-being, and social adaptability
amonyg affected individuals (Rikard, 2023; Yong et al., 2022). International health authorities emphasize that chronic pain is not merely
a physical symptom but a multidimensional condition shaped by biological, psychological, and social factors, underscoring the need for
comprehensive assessment and intervention efforts (World Health, 2023). This multidimensionality highlights the importance of

exploring cognitive—emotional processes that contribute to the maintenance and exacerbation of chronic pain.

One psychological construct that has received increasing attention is pain acceptance, defined as the willingness to experience pain without
excessive avoidance or attempts to control it. Evidence suggests that higher pain acceptance is associated with reduced disability, better
psychological functioning, and improved quality of life in individuals with chronic pain (Chen et al., 2025; White et al., 2025).
Similarly, interventions such as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) have demonstrated significant benefits in reducing distress
and improving functioning among patients with chronic pain, largely through strengthening acceptance-based strategies and psychological
flexibility (Ye et al., 2024). Despite growing recognition of the importance of pain acceptance, limited research has explored how

acceptance interacts with emotional processing frameworks in shaping coping patterns and psychological outcomes.

Another relevant construct is emotional schemas, which reflect individuals” beliefs and patterns regarding the acceptability, danger,
controllability, and interpersonal significance of emotions. Emotional schema theory posits that maladaptive schemas—such as beliefs
that emotions are intolerable, dangerous, or need to be suppressed—contribute to emotional dysregulation and psychological distress
(Da Silva et al., 2023; Faustino & Vasco, 2023). Research demonstrates that maladaptive emotional schemas are associated with
higher levels of symptomatology and poorer coping outcomes among various clinical groups (Edwards et al., 2023; Ekici et al., 2023).
In chronic pain contexts, emerging studies have begun highlighting the relevance of emotional schemas and schema modes in shaping
patients’ cognitive-emotional responses to pain and associated suffering (Boecking et al., 2024). These findings suggest that emotional

schemas may play an important intermediary role between pain experiences and emotional distress.

Coping styles represent another set of factors central to the adaptation process in chronic pain. Studies show that effective coping—such
as problem-focused coping and acceptance-based regulation—supports better psychosocial functioning, whereas reliance on avoidant,
emotion-focused, or passive coping strategies predicts higher disability and emotional distress among chronic pain patients (Brown et
al., 2024; Dimitrijevi¢ et al., 2024). Evidence from diverse contexts, including sports, oncology, and digital mental health
interventions, has further demonstrated that coping skills training can significantly enhance stress management, problem solving, and
psychological resilience (Ozkan & Altuntas, 2024; Phiri et al., 2023; Polenske et al., 2022). Together, these findings underscore
the importance of examining coping processes in chronic pain and determining how they differ across groups with varying emotional and

cognitive profiles.

Notably, chronic pain is also associated with an increased risk of suicidal ideation and behavior, a relationship strongly influenced by
emotional dysregulation, maladaptive schemas, and ineffective coping patterns (Garnett & Curtin, 2023; Pakniyat-Jahromi et al.,
2022). Research has highlighted that emotional schemas, particularly those linked to hopelessness, guilt, or perceived burdensomeness,
may contribute to suicidality among individuals experiencing chronic or uncontrollable stressors (Grazka et al., 2023). Studies further
suggest that coping strategies such as avoidance and emotional suppression can intensify hopelessness and emotional suffering, contributing
to increased suicidal risk (Fatima & Niazi, 2024; Gupta et al., 2024). In this context, understanding how pain acceptance, emotional

schemas, and coping collectively shape suicidal ideation is essential for early identification of high-risk patients.

Despite the substantial body of literature addressing chronic pain, emotional regulation, and coping, few studies have simultaneously
compared emotional schemas, coping styles, and suicidal ideation across groups differentiated by pain intensity and pain acceptance levels.
Most previous studies have examined these constructs in isolation or within specific clinical subgroups, leaving a gap in understanding the
interactive influences of pain intensity and acceptance on broader cognitive-emotional functioning (McCracken et al., 2022). Given the

widespread prevalence of musculoskeletal pain and its profound psychological consequences, a comparative framework can illuminate



how variations in pain characteristics and acceptance shape e itive processes and coping tendencies. Therefore, t

study sought to provide a comprehensive comparison of emotional s ing styles, and suicidal ideation in patie

musculoskeletal pain based on differing levels of pain intensity and pain acc
Methods and Materials

The study was conducted using a causal-comparative (ex post facto) design. Participants

musculoskeletal pain who attended a specialized pain clinic. A total of 160 patients were selected via pu

four groups based on pain intensity (mild vs. severe) and pain acceptance (with acceptance vs. without accepta

ach group included

40 participants.

Data collection was carried out using standardized instruments measuring chronic pain intensity, pain acceptance, emotional schemas,
coping styles, and suicidal ideation. After obtaining informed consent, participants completed the questionnaires individually in a clinical
setting. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, tests of normality, multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA), univariate

ANOVAs, and Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons to evaluate differences among the four groups.
Findings

Analysis revealed significant differences among the four groups across all major variables. Patients with severe pain and low acceptance
scored highest on maladaptive emotional schemas, including negative emotional beliefs, emotional avoidance tendencies, and heightened
perceptions of emotional danger. They also exhibited significantly greater reliance on avoidant and emotion-focused coping strategies

compared to the other groups.

In contrast, individuals with higher pain acceptance—regardless of pain intensity—demonstrated more adaptive emotional schemas,
greater tolerance of emotional experiences, and higher use of problem-focused coping strategies. They also showed significantly lower

levels of suicidal ideation compared to individuals with low acceptance.

The interaction between pain intensity and acceptance was significant for emotional schemas, coping styles, and suicidal ideation. Patients
with severe pain and low acceptance displayed the most pronounced emotional and cognitive vulnerability, while those with mild pain

and high acceptance showed the most adaptive profiles.

Post-hoc analyses indicated that acceptance of pain consistently moderated the negative effects of pain intensity on emotional processing
and coping tendencies. The group with severe pain but high acceptance demonstrated intermediate scores, suggesting that acceptance

may buffer the psychological impact of intense pain.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that pain acceptance, emotional schemas, and coping styles collectively shape the psychological experiences of
individuals with chronic musculoskeletal pain. Patients with severe pain who also exhibit low acceptance appear to possess maladaptive
emotional schemas, engage in ineffective coping styles, and experience elevated suicidal ideation. These patterns reflect a compounded

cognitive-emotional burden, highlighting the crucial interplay between pain perception and psychological responses.

Pain acceptance emerged as a key protective factor. Patients with higher acceptance were better able to tolerate distress and maintain
adaptive coping patterns, even when pain intensity remained high. This suggests that acceptance may not eliminate pain but can

significantly transform its psychological impact, enhancing patients’ ability to navigate emotional challenges associated with chronic pain.

Emotional schemas played a central role in differentiating the groups. Maladaptive schemas—such as beliefs that emotions are unbearable
or dangerous—appeared strongly linked to emotional distress and dysfunctional coping. The findings suggest that chronic pain can

reinforce negative e schemas, and simultaneously, these schemas can amplify pain-related suffering.

ividuals across groups. Avoidant and emotion-focused coping exacerbated emotional distress, while

ical resilience. Importantly, coping tendencies reflected the combined influences of pain

ionship between emotiona. ion and suicidal ideation underscores the urgent need for psychological

nic pain management. Identifying indivi ladaptive emotional schemas and low pain acceptance can facilitate

ntion and reduce risk.
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In conclusion, this study highlights the multifaceted psychological dynamics underlying chronic musculoskeletal pain and demonstrates
that pain acceptance, emotional schemas, and coping styles jointly shape mental health outcomes, including suicidal ideation. Integrating
acceptance-based interventions and schema-focused approaches may enhance well-being and reduce psychological risk in chronic pain

populations.
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