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Abstract

Background and Aim: Complicated grief is a significant psychological condition that can adversely affect
individuals’ emotional, cognitive, and academic functioning. Evidence suggests that attachment styles and early
maladaptive schemas play an important role in the development and persistence of these symptoms. The present
study aimed to examine the mediating role of early maladaptive schemas in the relationship between attachment
styles and symptoms of complicated grief among medical students.

Methods: This descriptive-correlational study was conducted on 300 medical students at Mashhad University
of Medical Sciences. The research instruments included the Adult Attachment Styles Questionnaire, the Young
Schema Questionnaire-Short Form, and the Inventory of Complicated Grief. Data were analyzed using Pearson’s
correlation coefficient and structural equation modeling (SEM).

Results: The secure attachment style was significantly and negatively associated with symptoms of
complicated grief (r = -0.42, P < 0.01), whereas insecure attachment styles (avoidant and anxious) showed
significant positive associations with symptoms of complicated grief (r = 0.38 and r = 0.45, respectively; P <
0.01). Furthermore, early maladaptive schemas and all their domains demonstrated significant positive
correlations with symptoms of complicated grief (r=0.52 to 0.61, P <0.01). Structural equation modeling results
revealed that early maladaptive schemas played a significant mediating role in the relationship between attachment
styles and symptoms of complicated grief. The model fit indices were also reported as satisfactory (CFI = 0.95,
RMSEA = 0.06).

Conclusion: The findings of this study suggest that early maladaptive schemas may serve as an important
psychological mechanism in explaining the relationship between attachment styles and symptoms of complicated
grief. These results highlight the importance of addressing early maladaptive schemas in designing preventive and
therapeutic interventions aimed at reducing complicated grief symptoms among medical students.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Objective

Complicated grief is a significant
psychological condition characterized by
persistent, intense yearning, emotional
pain, and difficulty accepting loss, which
can severely impair emotional, cognitive,
and academic functioning (Pop-Jordanova,
2021; Hall, 2023). Medical students are
particularly vulnerable due to repeated
exposure to suffering and death in clinical
settings, with approximately 25-40%
experiencing personal loss during their
training (Fraley et al., 2021). Evidence
suggests that attachment styles and early
maladaptive schemas play important roles
in the development and persistence of
complicated grief symptoms (Russ et al.,
2024; Thimm & Chang, 2022). Secure
attachment serves as a protective factor,
while insecure attachment (avoidant and
anxious) increases vulnerability to
maladaptive grief responses. However,
limited research has examined the
mediating mechanisms linking these
variables, especially among student
populations. This study aimed to
investigate the mediating role of early
maladaptive schemas in the relationship
between attachment styles and symptoms of
complicated grief among medical students.

Methods

This descriptive-correlational study was
conducted among medical students at
Mashhad University of Medical Sciences
during the 2024-2025 academic year. A
total of 350 students were initially invited
and screened, of whom 300 eligible
participants ~ were  enrolled  using
convenience sampling. Inclusion criteria
included experiencing the loss of a loved
one—parent, sibling, spouse, child, or close
friend—at least one year before
participation. The mean age of participants
was 22.34 + 2.18 years (range: 18-28), and

56% were female. Exclusion criteria
included incomplete questionnaire
responses (<90%), a history of severe
psychiatric disorders or hospitalization in
the past six months, substance use, or recent
trauma unrelated to bereavement. A brief
5-10-minute screening interview was
conducted to confirm that participants were
experiencing active grief symptoms.

Data were collected using four validated
instruments: (a) a demographic
questionnaire assessing age, gender, year of
study, relationship to the deceased, time
since loss (mean = 18.67 + 11.23 months),
and circumstances of loss (52% sudden,
48% anticipated); (b) the Adult Attachment
Styles Questionnaire (Collins & Read,
1990), with 18 items measuring secure,
avoidant, and anxious  attachment
dimensions (Cronbach’s a = 0.84 in this
study); (c) the Young Schema
Questionnaire—Short  Form  (YSQ-SF;
Young, 1998), with 75 items assessing 15
early maladaptive schemas across five
domains (Cronbach’s a = 0.92); and (d) the
Inventory of Complicated Grief (Prigerson
et al., 1995), with 13 items measuring grief
symptoms on a five-point Likert scale
(Cronbach’s a = 0.89). Data were analyzed
using Pearson’s correlation coefficients and
structural equation modeling (SEM) with
SmartPLS version 4. Bootstrapping with
5,000 resamples was used to examine the
significance of indirect effects. Model fit
was evaluated using CFI, TLI, RMSEA,
and y*/df, with acceptable fit defined as CFI
> 0.90, TLI > 0.90, RMSEA < 0.08, and
y*/df between 2 and 3.

Results

The  findings revealed  significant
associations among all study variables.
Secure attachment style was significantly
and negatively associated with complicated
grief symptoms (r = -0.35, P < 0.01), while
avoidant attachment (r=0.38, P <0.01) and
anxious attachment (r = 0.40, P < 0.01)

Feyz Med Sci J 2026, Vol. 30, No. 2


http://dx.doi.org/10.48307/FMSJ.2026.30.2.9
http://feyz.kaums.ac.ir/article-1-5446-fa.html

[ Downloaded from feyz.kaums.ac.ir on 2026-08-05 ]

[ DOI: 10.48307/FMSJ.2026.30.2.9 ]

Atarodi et al / y\&

showed significant positive associations.
Early maladaptive schemas demonstrated
the strongest correlations with complicated
grief symptoms, with the total schema score
showing a significant positive correlation (r
=0.52, P <0.01). Among the five schema
domains, the  disconnection/rejection
domain showed the strongest association
with complicated grief symptoms (r = 0.53,
P < 0.01), followed by the
overvigilance/inhibition domain (r = 0.44,
P <0.01), other-directedness (r = 0.42, P <
0.01), impaired autonomy/performance (r =
0.48, P < 0.01), and impaired limits (r =
0.39, P < 0.01). Additionally, secure
attachment was negatively correlated with
maladaptive schemas (r = -0.47, P < 0.01),
whereas avoidant (r = 0.45, P < 0.01) and
anxious (r = 0.49, P < 0.01) attachments
showed positive correlations.

Structural equation modeling confirmed
that early maladaptive schemas partially
mediated the relationship  between
attachment styles and complicated grief
symptoms. The model fit indices were
satisfactory (CFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.90,
RMSEA = 0.069, y¥df = 2.46). Secure
attachment had a significant negative direct
effect (B = -0.18, P < 0.01) and indirect
effect (B =-0.22, P <0.01) on complicated
grief symptoms through maladaptive
schemas. Similarly, avoidant attachment
showed significant positive direct (f =0.15,
P < 0.01) and indirect (§ = 0.18, P < 0.01)
effects, while anxious  attachment
demonstrated the strongest positive direct
(B=0.21, P <0.01) and indirect (B = 0.24,
P < 0.01) effects. The 95% bootstrap
confidence intervals for all indirect effects
excluded zero (secure: -0.35 to -0.09;
avoidant: 0.08 to 0.28; anxious: 0.12 to

0.36), confirming the significance of the
mediation effects. Moreover, all five
schema domains independently
demonstrated significant mediation effects
across the attachment styles.

Conclusion

The findings of this study provide
compelling evidence that early maladaptive
schemas serve as a critical psychological
mechanism in explaining the relationship
between attachment styles and complicated
grief symptoms among medical students.
Insecure attachment styles appear to
contribute to the development of
maladaptive schemas, which in turn
increase vulnerability to complicated grief
following loss (Kaya-Demir & Cirakoglu,
2022). The disconnection/rejection domain
emerged as the most influential schema
domain, highlighting the importance of
addressing core beliefs about emotional
deprivation, abandonment, and social
isolation in grief-focused interventions.
These results underscore the importance of
addressing early maladaptive schemas in
designing preventive and therapeutic
interventions for complicated grief. Schema
therapy, which targets maladaptive
cognitive-emotional patterns, may be
particularly beneficial for this population.
However, the findings should be interpreted
in light of several limitations, including the
cross-sectional design, which precludes
causal inferences, and reliance on self-
report measures. Future longitudinal
studies with larger and more diverse
samples, together with clinical assessments,
are recommended to confirm these findings
and explore the temporal dynamics of these
relationships.
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