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Background: Family boundaries play a role in the formation of schemas, this can have significant
psychological consequences for family members. Despite the theoretical links between enmeshed
family boundaries and early maladaptive schemas, there is a noticeable research gap on this
relationship.

Aims: The present study was conducted with the aim of comparing enmeshed family boundaries in
students with and without early maladaptive schemas.

Methods: The method of this descriptive research was causal-comparative. The statistical population
of the research included all students of Islamic Azad University of Tehran in the academic year of
2023-2024. Among the people of the statistical population, 204 people (152 women, 52 men) were
selected by convenience sampling method. The data collection tools in this research included the
Young Schema Questionnaire-Short Form (Young, 1998) and the Family Adaptability and Cohesion
Evaluation Scale (Olson et al., 1985). Independent t-test, Benferoni test and SPSS-26 software were
used to analyze and compare the data.

Results: The scores of enmeshed boundaries in people with an Enmeshment/Undeveloped Self
schema were significantly higher than those without an Enmeshment/Undeveloped Self schema
(P<0.05). Enmeshed family boundaries in individuals with and without Disconnection and Rejection
Domain impaired schemas, Impaired Autonomy and Performance Domain impaired schemas,
Entitlement/Grandiosity ~ schema,Insufficient ~ Self-Control/Self-discipline  schema,  Other
Directedness Domain schemas, Over vigilance /Inhibition Domain impaired schemas, were not
significantly different. (P> 0.05).

Conclusion: Intertwined borders can lead to the formation of the intertwined schema itself. However,
the development of other maladaptive schemas is not directly related to family entanglement. These
schemas may develop through various pathways, such as traumatic experiences, peer relationships,
or social influences.
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Introduction

Family function is very important for the well-being
of its members. Different theories of family systems
have tried to explain healthy and unhealthy families
in some way (Chen et al., 2017). One of the basic
concepts in family therapy is the concept of family
boundaries. Boundaries are psychological distances
that determine who is included or excluded in specific
family subsystems (Wetchler & Hecker, 2014).
Boundaries affect relationships between family
members (Minuchin, 2018). The degree of
permeability of boundaries represents the degree of
interaction of family subsystems with each other and
with other systems outside the family system
(Metcalf, 2023).

According to the perspective of structural family
therapy, boundaries can be normal, enmeshed and
disengaged (Kiani Chalmardi et al.,2021). enmeshed
boundaries are vague and undifferentiated, and in
them each subsystem is separated to an insignificant
extent and can be easily crossed (Kiani Chalmardi et
al., 2021). Minuchin (2018) also believes that in
enmeshed families, the differentiation of the family
system is unclear and lacks the necessary resources to
adapt and change with stressful conditions.

Family boundaries play a role in the formation of
schemas, this can have significant psychological
consequences for family members. For example,
various lines of evidence suggest that disengaged
family boundaries are associated with the
development of early maladaptive schemas (Young et
al., 2006).

Early maladaptive schemas refer to false feelings,
beliefs, and assumptions that influence people's
interpretations, perceptions, and behaviors (Yang et
al., 2003). Family boundaries play a key role in
creating and maintaining initial incompatible
schemas (YYousefi et al., 2020). Individuals who
experience unstable and unsupportive family
environments are more likely to engage in
maladaptive cognitive schemas (Oldham et al., 2009).
Enmeshed family boundaries, characterized by a lack
of structure and compatibility, may lead to the
development of early maladaptive schemas
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associated with impaired independence and
functioning, such as dependency and vulnerability
(Yousefi et al., 2020).

Despite the search of the authors of this article, few
studies have been done on the relationship between
family boundaries and early maladaptive schemas.
Despite the theoretical links between enmeshed
family boundaries and early maladaptive schemas,
there is a noticeable research gap on this relationship.
Therefore, the current research seeks to answer this
basic question, are the enmeshed family boundaries
different in students with and without early
maladaptive schemas?

Method

The method of this descriptive research was causal-
comparative. The statistical population of the
research included all students of Islamic Azad
University of Tehran in the academic year of 2023-
2024. Among the people of the statistical population,
204 people (152 women, 52 men) were selected by
convenience sampling method. The data collection
tools in this research included the Young Schema
Questionnaire-Short Form (1998) and the Family
Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluation Scale (Olson
et al., 1985). Independent t-test, Benferoni test and
SPSS-26 software were used to analyze and compare
the data. The criteria for inclusion this research
included informed consent to participate in the
research, being a student, having physical and
psychological health. The criteria for exclusion from
the research included failure to fully answer the
questions in the questionnaires and dissatisfaction
with the continuation of participation in the research.

Results

In total, 204 students participated in this study. In
terms of gender, the ratio of female to men was 3 to
1; In this way, the gender of 152 participants (74.5
percent) was female and 52 participants (25.5
percent) were male. Examining other demographic
information of the participants in this study showed
that the average age of the participants was 33.62 with
a standard deviation of 10.48. In terms of parental
divorce before the age of 18, 16 people (7.8 percent)
experienced parental divorce and 188 people (92.2
percent) did not experience parental divorce.
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family boundaries according to the schemas of the
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domain of disconnection and rejectionare shown in
Table 1.

Table 1. Results of the independent t-test of enmeshed family boundaries according to the schemas of the domain of disconnection and
rejectionare

Variable enmeshed family boundaries Number average t *P
emotional deprivation 2oz ﬂg; T 14595 gg; 0.291 0.772
abandonment/instability dezs 22; hi 13659 g?g 2.64- 0.009
Mistrust/abuse LeEs 22; e 13731 ggé 0.176- 0.861
social isolation/ alienation does ot have oD ST 0553 0581
defectiveness/shame 2oz ﬂg; T 136 gg% 1.16 0.248

* Bonferroni test was used for comparisons.

The results of Table 1 show that people with and

without schemas of emotional deprivation,
abandonment/instability, ~ Mistrust/abuse,  social
isolation/  alienation,  defectiveness/shame in

enmeshed family boundaries do not have a significant
difference (P> 0.05). The results of the independent t-
test of enmeshed family boundaries according to the
schemas of the domain of impaired autonomy and
performance shown in Table 2.

Also, The results of Table 2 show that people with
and without schemas of failure, dependence/

incompetence, vulnerability to harm or illness have
no significant difference in the scores of enmeshed
family boundaries (P> 0.05), and the scores of
enmeshed boundaries in people with enmeshment/
underdeveloped self schema were significantly
higher than those without entangled/trapped self-
schema (P< 0.05).

The results of the independent t-test of enmeshed
family boundaries according to the schemas of the
domain of impaired autonomy and performance
shown in Table 3.

Table 2. Results of the independent t-test of enmeshed family boundaries according to the schemas of the domain of impaired autonomy and

performance
Variable enmeshed family boundaries Number average t P
Failure does not have B 2% 18 0059
Dependence/incompetence 1iEs Eg; e 129 gg% 0.149 0.882
Vulnerability to harm or illness HEEs EZ; IERTS 13713 ggg 1.38 0.17
Enmeshment/underdeveloped self HEEs Eg; IERTS 13668 :2:,22 3.57- 0.001

* Bonferroni test was used for comparisons.

Table 3. Results of the independent t-test of enmeshed family boundaries according to the schemas of the domains of Impaired limits, Other-
directedness and overvigilance

Variable enmeshed family boundaries ~ Number  average t P
Impaired limits Entitlement/grandiosity dzs Rg; i 1&0 %gg 2.94- 0.004
Insufficient self-control/self-discipline des Eg; i3 14622 ggi 0.049 0.961
Other-directedness Subjugation dzs Eg; i 12795 5(8)2 1.91- 0.235
Self-sacrifice does ot have o 28 a1 oo
Overvigilance emotional deprivation does EZ; i3 12759 gg% 0.045- 0.964
Unrelenting standards dizs Rg; iz 19140 %gg 1.75- 0.082

* Bonferroni test was used for comparisons.
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Conclusion

The present study was conducted with the aim of
comparing enmeshed family boundaries in students
with and without early maladaptive schemas.

The results showed that people with an
Enmeshment/underdeveloped self had significantly
higher scores in enmeshed family boundaries
compared to people who did not have this schema.
This finding with the results of studies by Bruysters,
& Pilkington (2023), Van Petegem et al. (2022),
Fulton et al. (2014) is consistent. The obtained
finding is consistent with Young's schema theory,
which states that early maladaptive schemas from
unfulfilled basic emotional needs in childhood are
often created in the context of dysfunctional family
environments. When a child's sense of identity is not
clearly distinct from his or her parents due to
enmeshed family boundaries, tangled family
boundaries may develop. Enmeshed family
boundaries, which play a role in the creation of the
impaired autonomy and performance schema, make
the child's independent functioning not encouraged,
the child's independence is destroyed, and extreme
protection of the children takes place.

Another finding of this study showed that in the
scores of enmeshed family boundaries between
people with and without the schemas domain of
disconnection and rejection, the domain of impaired
autonomy and performance, entitlement/grandiosity,
Insufficient self-control/self-discipline, the domain of
other-directedness, the domain of overvigilance and
overcontrol/emotional inhibition, no significant
difference. This finding was contrary to the results of
the hunting study by Shekari Ghandpazi et al. (2020).
The lack of significant findings for other schemas
may indicate that not all maladaptive schemas are
directly related to family enmeshing. These schemas
may develop through various pathways, such as
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traumatic experiences, peer relationships, or social
influences.

Also, In confirmation of the findings of this research,
Yousefi et al. (2019) showed in their study that
families with intertwined boundaries, which are
characterized by a lack of structure and compatibility,
may lead to the development of early maladaptive
schemas associated with ilmpaired autonomy and
performance, such as dependence and vulnerability.
According to the findings of this research and
considering the recognition of the mutual influence
between the early maladaptive schemas and family
boundaries, it is suggested, In therapeutic
interventions, family psychologists should consider
the relationship between early maladaptive schemas
and enmeshed boundaries to improve the emotional
well-being of individuals and family function.
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