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Abstract

Background: One of the vital aspects of a marital system is the satisfaction that spouses

Seyed Ali Kimiaei

feel and experience in their relationship and having a healthy family requires a couple's
adjustment and satisfaction with each other. Objective: This study aimed to investigate
the effectiveness of integrative systemic couple therapy on improving marital intimacy
and coping styles of marital distress. Method: The survey research method was a Semi-
experimental type with a pretest, posttest design, and a control group. The study
population was made up of couples who were referred to the counseling center of
Maheban Al-Reza Charity Institute in Mashhad in 2018, 24 of them were selected
purposefully, and after controlling the entrance and exit criteria, they were randomly
replaced into two groups of 12-couples (experimental and control group). The
measurement tools were Bagarozzi 2001 Marital Intimacy Questionnaire and Bodenmann
2005 Marital Coping Styles Questionnaire. Sessions based on integrated systemic couple
therapy were also presented to the experimental group during 8 sessions of 90 minutes.
To check the hypotheses, multivariate covariance was used in SPSS software. Findings:
Results showed that marital intimacy and stress coping styles have improved with the
effect of 81% and 68% in couples, respectively. Conclusion: the results of the research
indicate the effectiveness of Feldman's systemic-integrative couple therapy on increasing
emotional intimacy, spiritual intimacy as well as social intimacy and styles of coping with
negative, common, and communication stress in couples.
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Introduction

Couples' satisfaction can have a significant effect on predicting the durability of the
relationship and deepening their commitment to each other (Lim & Lee, 2017). Various
factors such as economic and social, environmental, genetic, and individual
characteristics such as self-esteem, communication skills, and marital intimacy are
effective in marital satisfaction (Bashirpour, Shafi’abadi, & Doukaneifard, 2020).
Intimacy is a close, intimate, and usually loving relationship or a romantic and personal
relationship with another person that requires very detailed information or deep
knowledge (Luk & Loke, 2019). Marital intimacy is one of the most important factors in
creating a warm relationship between couples, a relationship that is associated with
true self-disclosure and understanding of the other person in an equal partnership
(Mokhles, Fattahi Andbil, & Shafiabady, 2021) and any factor that plays a role in
weakening intimacy is, in fact, a destructive factor in marital satisfaction and
compatibility (Pasha et al., 2017). When couples are confronted with stressors, they try
to reduce their anxiety. These factors are called coping strategies. Coping is a person's
mental, emotional, and behavioral efforts that are used when coping with stress to
overcome, tolerate, or minimize the effects of stress (McGuire et al., 2018). Couple
coping as an important variable in marriage, has a systemic approach to the concept of
confrontation in couples' relationships. According to the theory of couple coping, first
proposed by (Bodemann & Shantinath, 2004), in the process of stress transfer, the
coping responses of both couples are included. Positive coping strategies of spouses
not only reduce the amount of emotional turmoil but also increase marital adjustment
and life satisfaction, as a result, it strengthens the feeling of intimacy and unity in
couples. On the other hand, negative coping strategies against life stress and tension
will follow communication dysfunction, marital dissatisfaction, and eventually the
breakdown of marital relationships (Sedighi, Dokanei Fard, & Rezakhani, 2021). For this
purpose, the therapeutic approach used in the present study is Integrative systematic
couple therapy (Feldman, 1979). This approach is a conceptual model of intrapersonal
and extra personal forces that stimulate and maintain repetitive cycles of marital
conflict. In this model, concepts derived from the psychodynamic approach and social
learning theory are integrated within a framework of family systems. Feldman argues

that couples may limit intimacy to avoid anxiety through repetitive cycles of
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interaction. He calls these repetitive cycles of interaction marital dances. In this
treatment, object relationship techniques are used to stop the imitation of the
projection and help the clients to accept their projected and denied emotions to
resolve the conflict at their inner level, so that marital dance is no longer necessary for
these objects. Unfortunately, the satisfaction, happiness and intimacy of the marital
relationship decreases over time and among many couples. However, the usefulness of
the integrated systemic approach in the treatment of couples' disorders and its
emphasis in external research, the lack of use of this intervention in the treatment
process and internal couple therapy research is noticeable. Therefore, the present
study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of systemic-integrated couple therapy on

improving marital intimacy and coping styles of marital distress.

Methodology

The method of the present study was the semi-experimental type with a pretest-
posttest design and a control group. The statistical population of this study consisted of
couples referring to Moheban al Reza Charity located in Mashhad in 2018. Sampling
was performed by available means. First, the volunteer couples were administered a
guestionnaire on the levels of intimacy and coping with the stress of spouses, among
them, 12 couples (24 people) were purposefully selected and randomly assigned to the
experimental and control groups. After randomly dividing the groups, the experimental
group underwent 8 sessions of 90 minutes of counseling based on systemic-integrated
couple therapy with a sequence of 1 session per week. The questionnaires included the
Marital Intimacy Levels Questionnaire (Bagarozzi, 2001), which has 41 phrases, and 8
dimensions, and the Spouses Coping with Stress Questionnaire (DCI) (Bodenmann,
2005), which had 37 questions that Cronbach's alpha for the reliability of the
guestionnaire was reported to be 0.81. To analyze the data and hypotheses, the

statistical test method of One-way covariance analysis and SPSS software were used.

Results and discussion
Table 1. presents the results of the analysis of the variance test with One-way measures

for the groups.
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Tablel Final results of One-way measurement variance analysis to examine the differences

between groups

) Total Degrees of Average

Variable F Eta value p
squares freedom squares

Marital

o 230.265 1 28.78 59.559 0.81 0.001

intimacy

Coping with

193.709 1 48.42 40.476 0.68 0.001

marital stress

In other words, the integrated system approach has been able to cause a significant
increase in marital intimacy scores and coping with marital stress in the experimental group
after the test. Eta squared values indicate that 81% of the variance of post-marital intimacy
test scores was due to the effect of the intervention and this percentage was 68% for
coping with marital stress The results of data analysis showed that systemic-integrated
couple therapy improved marital intimacy levels and coping styles with marital stress,
which also had a significant effect on negative, Joint, communicative and supportive coping
scores. An integrated system approach helps couples use the available resources to create
an interpersonal romantic bond. When couples' representations of themselves and others
developed, many systemic methods can be used to reduce barriers to change so that
couples can increase intimacy. Therefore, to resolve marital conflicts and disturbances,
couples should be helped to solve the imitation of projection and their mental problems to
be able to solve their interpersonal problems. Integrative systematic couple therapy trains
couples to acquire emotional skills and mediate the relationship between emotional skills
and marital adjustment by creating intimacy between husband and wife (Mirgain &
Cordova, 2007). Integrative systematic couple therapy seeks to increase the security and
safe behaviors of couples by rebuilding their relationships and reducing existing marital
conflicts, reducing the desire to leave the relationship and divorce, and promoting their
physical and psychological health.

One of the limitations of this study was that because internal and external studies on
the effectiveness of this approach on the components of intimacy and coping strategies
were not enough, so sufficient and useful access to rich and strong research literature and
background was not possible and also due to the limited time, it was not possible to follow
up. Therefore, it is recommended that It is suggested that in future research, the integrated

systemic approach be compared with other family therapy approaches in the field of
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intimacy components and coping strategies and marital relationships. This research should
be conducted in different cultures of our country to examine the role of culture in the field
of divorce components, coping strategies, and marital relationships. The results of data
analysis showed that systemic-integrated couple therapy improved marital intimacy levels
and coping styles with marital stress, which also had a significant effect on negative, shared,

communicative, and supportive coping scores.
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. Intrapersonal

. Marital Conflict

. distance

The pursuer- the avoidant

. Very responsible - not responsible
. Triangulation

. projective identification

. Theory of object relations
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