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Background: Absence of intimacy and low level of differentiation of couples can be one of the
reasons of divorce among couples. Although the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral couple therapy
has been confirmed on different variables, no research has been performed on its effectiveness on the
levels of differentiation, studied population, and comparison of this treatment with systemic-
behavioral treatment.

Aims: This study was performed to compare the effectiveness of systemic-behavioral and cognitive-
behavioral couple therapy and self-differentiation of couples who have martial conflicts.

Methods: The present research was a quasi-experimental study with pretest-posttest design and two-
month follow-up with control group. The statistical population consisted of couples referring to two
healthcare centers of district 4 of Tehran because of marital conflicts in 2019-2020. From among the
clients of these two centers, after completing the questionnaire of marital conflict (Sanaei, 2008), 27
couples (n=54) were chosen and after matching, they were assigned into three groups (two
experimental and one control). The research instruments included the Thompson and Walker's
Marital Intimacy Scale (1983), Skowron and Friedlander self-differentiation questionnaire (1998).
One of the experimental groups received systemic-behavioral couple therapy of Crow and Ridley
(2005), while the other group received cognitive-behavioral couple therapy protocol of Dattilio
(2009) as couple in ten 90-min sessions. Data analysis was performed using mixed variance analysis
and Bonferroni post-hoc test using SPSS-21.

Results: The results showed that both couple therapy methods significantly improved the intimacy
and self-differentiation of the couples with marital conflict. There was no significant difference
between the effectiveness of these treatment models (p<0.05).

Conclusion: Based on the results of this study, application of these two approaches is recommended
for improving intimacy and differentiation among couples with marital conflicts.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Establishing intimate relationships can create
happiness and social support while defending against
stressful factors like a shield. Nevertheless, when
these relationships are accompanied by significant
disturbance, detrimental conflicts, or dissatisfaction
with the relationship, they can lead to serious
consequences for physical and psychological health
as well as considerable suffering (Dugal et al, 2018).
One of the positive important elements in marital
relationships is intimacy. Care, validation, and
understanding constitute the central core of intimacy
in the relationship (Williams, 2015). Researchers
have emphasized that high levels of intimacy in
amorous relationships is one of the most powerful
predictors of physical health, psychological well-
being, and marital satisfaction (Dandurand and
Lafontaine, 2013). Another factor affecting marital
conflict is self-differentiation. Self-differentiation is
one of the concepts of the theory of Boen family
therapy systems which plays a key role in
interpersonal relationships. Differentiation refers to
the ability of maintaining the sense of "selfness" when
the person approaches others either physically or
emotionally. The structure of family differentiation
regulates emotional, relationship, and behavioral
patterns of adjusting distance inside the family. These
patterns show the degrees of intimacy between the
members and individuality within the family structure
(Lampis et al., 2019).

Extensive research has been performed to determine
the effectiveness of different approaches for reducing
and managing these conflicts. Various controlled
studies have indicated that couples therapy is a
suitable method and useful attempt for couples who
seek to improve their relationship (DuRousseau and
Beeton, 2015; Lebow et al, 2012). The systemic-
behavioral couple therapy approach relies on
strategies and techniques of behavioral couple
therapy for establishing change in the target
behaviors. Meanwhile, by integrating the concepts of
acceptance, compromise, and systemic thought in its
theoretical basis, it has been employed for sustaining
the treatment outcomes or establishing insight
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between spouses to understand repeated interactional
themes and patterns (Fallahzadeh and Senaei Zaker,
2012). The results of studies in Iran have shown that
this treatment approach has been effective for
reducing marital conflicts of couples (Sodani et al,
2010), enhancing marital adaptation (Goodarzi and
Bustanipour, 2012; Saki, 2016), and improving
family performance (Shiri and Goodarzi, 2020).
Another effective treatment for resolving problems of
couples is cognitive behavioral couple therapy.
Cognitive behavioral therapy focuses on the
interaction effects between cognitive and emotional
responses as well as behavioral interactions of
couples. Cognitive behavioral methods are used to
address the cognitive and emotional responses of
couples. Also, the behavioral approach is employed
for improving communication, problem-solving, and
exchange of positive behaviors that are preferred over
maladaptive behaviors (Epstein and Zheng, 2017).
Generally, research finding have noted this couple
therapy method as a suitable treatment for enhancing
the quality of marital life, marital intimacy, couple
intimacy, satisfaction with life, marital adaptation,
and improving sexual behaviors (Khanjani Veshki et
al, 2016; Maleki et al, 2017; Babakhani et al., 2018).
The large and progressive statistics of divorce in our
country is concerning and as such relevant
interventions are necessary. Indeed, its incidence
should be prevented which can be realized by
therapists and specialists to help couples achieve a
happy and satisfactory marital life. Since the
incidence of marital conflicts is one of the primary
steps in separation and divorce and if this issue is
resolved and controlled within the early years of
marriage scientifically, the marriage may not
culminate in divorce. Considering the background
describing the role of important elements such as
intimacy and self-differentiation in the maintaining
the marital life and incidence of marital conflicts in
couples, as well as the research gap in comparative
studies between these two treatment models, the
researcher’s question is whether cognitive-behavioral
couple therapy and systemic-behavioral couple
therapy affect the intimacy and differentiation of
couples who have been married for 1-5 years. The
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next question is whether there is difference between
the effectiveness of these two treatment models.

Method

The research design is quasi-experimental, where the
data have been obtained through pretest-posttest
design with one control group and two intervention
groups with two-month follow-up. The statistical
population of this research consisted of the couples
referring to two healthcare centers in district 4 of
Tehran because of marital conflicts in 2019-2020.
From among the clients referring to these two centers,
after implementing Senaei marital  conflict
questionnaire (2008), with the cutoff score of 115 or
above (Ghazanfari et al, 2018; Moslemi Seraji and
Boostanipour, 2019; Agah and Jan bozorgi, 2014),
the couples with moderate to high conflicts were
identified. From among them, 30 couples (n=60)
were chosen for this research purposefully based on
the inclusion criteria mentioned further. They were
matched in terms of age, socioeconomic status,
duration of marriage, number of children, and level of
education, and then assigned into three groups
including one control and two intervention groups.
During the implementation of the research, one
couple from each group declined to continue the
treatment, and the research continued with nine
couples in each group. The inclusion criteria were as
follows: 1. The couples for whom Senaei marital
conflict score (2008) was one standard deviation
above the mean from the cutoff line, i.e. 115 or above,
2) the couples who had got married over the past 1-5
years, 3) spouses who were willing to receive
counseling intervention and signed written informed
consent form, 4) couples with the minimum academic
degree of diploma, 5) couple age range of 20 to 40
years, 6) no history of divorce, 7) diagnosis of
infertility in one or both couples.

The exclusion criteria included: woman or man who
had addiction to alcohol or drugs of abuse; having
severe psychological disorders, personality disorder,
or a physical disease or condition based on structured
diagnostic interview, diagnosis of psychiatrist, and
their file, as well as taking psychiatric drugs. Further,
in case during the treatment sessions, it became
evident for the researcher that the woman or man's
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conditions did not match the research objectives, the
couples would be excluded from the research. The
first intervention group underwent systemic-
behavioral couple therapy treatment while the second
intervention group received cognitive-behavioral
couple therapy of Gottman-Dattilio from the applied
couple therapy book with systemic-behavioral
approach (Crowe and Ridley, 2005), and cognitive
behavioral therapy from the cognitive-behavioral
therapy with couples and families book
(Dattilio,2010). The treatment sessions included 10
sessions, with each session lasting 90 minutes. The
research instruments included Thompson and
Walker's Marital Intimacy Scale (MIS) plus self-
differentiation questionnaire of Skowron and
Friedlander (1998). The results of Chan et al (2015)
on 78 adults in Hong Kong for investigating the
reliability and validity of Walker and Thompson
intimacy scale showed reliability coefficient based on
calculating Cronbach alpha coefficient 0.97
according to internal consistency method, and the
construct validity through exploratory factor analysis
method. In the research by Yousefi (2011), the
reliability of the self-differentiation scale via internal
consistency method by calculating the Cronbach
alpha coefficients and halving for 43 items and four
factors were obtained 0.89 and 0.83, while construct
validity was obtained through convergent and
divergent validity.

Results

The results of Table 1 show that in the posttest stage,
the mean scores of intimacy and self-differentiation
have increased for the couples in the systemic-
behavioral intervention group and the cognitive-
behavioral intervention group compared to the
pretest. This increase of scores also exists in the
follow-up stage compared to the pretest in all three
groups. In order to know whether these changes that
have occurred in the posttest and follow-up scores are
statistically significant, mixed-design analysis of
variance was used.
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Table 1. Reports the Descriptive Indices of the Scores of Research Variables in the three Groups in Pretest, Posttest, and Follow-up Stages
among Couples

Control group

Systemic-behavioral group

Cognitive-behavioral group

M Test Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Pretest 64.22 17.98 62.61 15.08 62.56 10.33

Intimacy Posttest 64.39 15.30 75.61 11.03 73.44 9.34
Follow-up 64.17 15.25 76.61 10.87 72.94 8.57
Pretest 147.50 8.34 148.000 19.94 147.39 17.57
Self-Differentiation Posttest 147.17 8.71 157.22 16.66 162.39 18.12
Follow-up  147.00 8.20 158.00 15.87 162.72 17.51

As observed in Table 2, changes of couple intimacy
have been significant across the three stages of
measurement including pretest, posttest, and follow-
up (F=67.714, p<0.05). The interaction effect of
stages and group has also been significant in these
three stages (F=17.570, p<0.05). Indeed, the intimacy
scores of couples increased significantly in the
posttest and follow-up of the two intervention groups
in relation to the pretest in comparison to the control

group. The effect size of the sources of changes in
creating intragroup and intergroup differences was
0.570 and 0.408 respectively. The effect of group
membership was not significant (i.e. there was no
significant difference between the effect of the two
intervention groups - systemic-behavioral couple
therapy and cognitive behavioral couple therapy on
intimacy of couples).

Table 2. Multivariate tests for investigating the Changes of intimacy in the three Groups

Sum of

Degree of

Mean of

Factors Sources of change squares oy~ squares F Significance  Effect size
Intragroup Stages of treatment 2341.716 1.141 2052.278 67.714 0.001 0.570
.~ Stage * group interaction 1215.247 2.282 532.521 17.570 0.001 0.408
Error 1763.704 58.193 30.308
Intergroup Group 1564.975 2 782.488  1.652 0.202 0.061
factor Error 24152.852 51 473.585

Thus, the obtained evidence suggests that systemic
behavioral and cognitive behavioral couple therapy

have had a significant effect on the intimacy of
couples with marital conflicts.

Table 3. Multivariate tests for examining the Changes in Self-Differentiation in the three groups

Sum of

Degree of

Mean of

Factors Sources of change F Significance  Effect size
squares freedom squares
Intragroup Stages of treatment 2376.531 1.187 2001.945  67.096 0.000 0.568
factor Stage * group interaction ~ 1501.062 2.374 632.233 21.190 0.000 0.454
Error 1806.407 60.543 29.837
Intergroup Group 3002.827 2 1501.414  2.278 0.113 0.082
factor Error 33609.870 b1 659.017

As seen in Table 3, the changes of self-differentiation
of couples have been significant in the three stages of
measurement including pretest, posttest, and follow-
up (F=76.096, p<0.05). The interaction effect of
stages and group have also been significant in these
three stages (F=21.190, p<0.05). Indeed, the scores of
self-differentiation of couples increased significantly
in the posttest and follow-up stages in the two
intervention groups in relation to the pretest in
comparison to the control group. The effect size of the
source of change in establishing intra-group and
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intergroup differences was 0.568 and 0.454
respectively.

The effect of group membership was not significant
(there was no significant difference between the
effect of the two intervention groups - systemic-
behavioral couple therapy and cognitive behavioral
couple therapy - on self-differentiation of couples).
Hence, the obtained evidence implies that that
systemic behavioral and cognitive behavioral couple
therapy have had a significant effect on the self-
differentiation of couples with marital conflicts.
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Conclusion

The present research was performed to compare the
effectiveness of systemic-behavioral and cognitive
behavioral couple therapy on the intimacy and self-
differentiation of couples with marital conflict. The
results of mixed-design analysis of variance indicated
that both models of couple therapy were effective on
the intimacy and self-differentiation of each of the
couples with marital conflict.

Considering interpretation of the effectiveness of
systemic-behavioral couple therapy on the intimacy
of each of the couples, in line with the past research
(Goudarzi et al., 2013; Yousefzadeh et al., 2017; Shiri
et al., 2020), it can be stated that the goal of systemic-
behavioral couple therapy is to improve interaction of
couples and adaptation, to enhance flexibility in the
relationship, to reduce symptomatic behavior, to
decrease labeling one of the two sides as the problem,
and to enhance tolerance of a situation the couples
cannot change (Crowe and Ridley, 2005, translated
by Mousavi, 2018). Ineffective or poor
communication between couples is one of the
important  obstacles of intimacy. Regarding
interpretation of the effectiveness of cognitive
behavioral therapy on intimacy of each of the couples,
in accordance with the results of Durées et al, 2020 as
well as Kardan Souraki et al. (2016), it can be stated
that the goal of CBCT is to improve communication
skills of couples in order to disclose needs and
emotions of couples in a safe environment away from
sense of risk for negative reactions and responses of
the spouse. Thus, instead of admonishing the partner,
the couples learn to express their needs and emotions
using speaker-listener technique (Bodenman et al.,
2020).

In interpreting the research findings regarding the
effectiveness of systemic-behavioral couple therapy
on self-differentiation of couples, it can be stated that
according to the systemic-behavioral view,
improvement of the relationship of couples occurs
due to decreasing blaming and increasing autonomy
and  self-responsibility  (reducing  emotional
distancing and fusion, management of emotions and
use of problem-solving in confrontation with

Vol. 21, No. 117, December 2022

interpersonal challenges, gaining awareness about the
relationship process, as well as circular causality in
the formation and persistence of conflict based on
systemic concepts. regarding the effectiveness of
cognitive-behavioral couple therapy on self-
differentiation of couples in line with the research by
Akrami et al (2020), Moavali (2019), and Rashti
(2017), it can be stated that change process in this
therapeutic method, in addition to the mentioned
cognitive-behavioral techniques involves
restructuring  attachment  schemas, emotional
regulation, positive and negative mood regulation,
experience and expression of emotions, as well as
correcting personal beliefs about emotions.
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6, Positive- Negative Emotion Questionnaire
7. Marital Conflict Questionnaire Revised (MCQ-R)
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