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Background: Integrating the approach based on acceptance and commitment with the approach of
schema therapy to be more effective and respond to a wider range of couple problems has attracted
the attention of researchers.

Aims: This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of the combined approach of couple therapy
based on acceptance and commitment with schema formulation (ACT/SF) on psychological
flexibility and marital satisfaction.

Methods: The research method used was quasi-experimental with a pre-test, post-test design, and a
control group. The statistical population consisted of all couples referred to counseling centers in
Qom in 2022. From this population, 16 couples (32 people) were selected using available sampling
and divided into two groups: control and experimental. Both groups completed the ENRICH Marital
Satisfaction Scale and the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-11 (AAQ-II) in the pre-test and post-
test. The experimental group received therapeutic intervention for twelve 120-minute sessions. Data
analysis was performed using covariance analysis at a significant level (P<0.05).

Results: The results indicated that, by controlling the pre-test as a covariate variable, the
experimental group experienced a significant increase in marital satisfaction with a strong effect size
(m2=0.62) and in psychological flexibility with a medium effect size (n?= 0.32).

Conclusion: The combined approach of couple therapy based on acceptance and commitment with
schema formulation significantly improves psychological flexibility and marital satisfaction. This is
achieved through formulating problems, recognizing schemas, and becoming aware of cognitive
distortions, which helps people understand and be more aware of their own and their spouse's
psychological processes. Techniques based on acceptance and commitment are then used to
encourage couples to improve their relationships based on their values.
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Introduction

In recent times, there has been a surge in the
popularity of integrative approaches across various
therapy fields, especially in the field of couple
therapy. The integration of acceptance and
commitment therapy with schema therapy has caught
the attention of numerous researchers. Acceptance
and commitment therapy is an action-oriented
approach with remarkable success in research and
treatment (Gloster et al., 2020). This method uses
mindfulness, acceptance, and defusion to enhance
psychological flexibility, which reduces
psychological distress and inconsistent performance
caused by psychological rigidity (Hayes et al., 2006).
Furthermore, acceptance and commitment-based
techniques have gained attention from schema
therapists who have started to incorporate these
techniques to modify maladaptive coping strategies
by integrating acceptance and commitment principles
into their treatment approaches. For instance,
Cousineau (2012), Bricker and Labin (2012), Parfy
(2012), and Vreeswijk et al. (2009) have integrated
mindfulness techniques into schema therapy
protocols.

Despite the effective techniques of ACT, this
therapeutic approach has not provided a
comprehensive analysis of psychopathology and the
development of psychological inflexibility. In
contrast, schema therapy explicitly addresses the
factors that cause and maintain present symptoms.
Therefore, in the integrated approach of Lev (2011);
and McKay et al. (2012) ACT forms the basis of
treatment, and schemas are used to identify the root
causes and formation of current problems. They
tested the effectiveness of this integrated approach in
treating marital and  interpersonal  issues.
Additionally, Quinlan (2018); Kusin (2021); Aalami
etal (2021); and Norouzi et al (2017) investigated the
effectiveness of Lev and McKay's integrated
approach (ACT/ST). All evidence suggests that using
this approach can effectively enhance marital
compatibility, increase satisfaction, and reduce
conflicts in marriage.
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Therefore, enriching this approach will help treat
couple problems improve functions, and improve
couple relationships. In this research, education, and
recognition of cognitive distortions were used as an
effective component to increase efficiency. Cognitive
distortions are biased beliefs about oneself or
situations that arise from dysfunctional schemas
according to Beck's theoretical model. Beck (2008)
states that negative mood in depressed people leads to
cognitive distortion. More cognitive errors lead to
more negative emotions. Hence, a cyclical
relationship between cognitive distortions and
schema activation can be considered. Schema
activation leads to cognitive distortions, and
cognitive distortions lead to the reinforcement and
continuation of the schema. Yang et al. (2003)
introduce cognitive distortions as a mechanism of
schema continuity. They believe that cognitive
distortions cause people to focus on information that
is consistent with their schemas. And information that
contradicts their schemas is devalued or ignored.
Awareness of cognitive distortions can block the
activation of schemas. It helps the process of defusing
thoughts. While this therapeutic component has not
been considered in Lev and McKay's protocol.

In the current research, the client is led to observe
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral patterns (signs
of schema activation). and describe unpleasant
feelings and thoughts caused by schemas. And by
monitoring the cognitive distortions that have
occurred, experience defusing from schematic
thoughts. It means to distance and experience
thoughts only as thoughts. Naming the schema and
creating a new cognitive framework separates the
individual's identity from the schema. Describing
one's experience using the concepts of schemas
provides a more flexible and practical understanding
of the situation.

This study aimed to assess the effectiveness of the
combined couple therapy approach based on
acceptance and commitment with  schema
formulation (ACT/SF) on psychological flexibility
and marital satisfaction. In this research, cognitive
distortions that reinforce schemas were addressed.
Another distinction from other similar studies is the
focus on identifying schemas and their triggers in
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couple  sessions  while learning effective
communication patterns of couples with each other is
emphasized in group sessions.

Method

This research method was quasi-experimental based
on a pre-test and post-test design with a control group.
The statistical population consisted of all couples
referred to counseling centers in Qom in 2022.
Sixteen couples (32 people) were selected using
available sampling. They were randomly divided into
two groups: experimental and control. After the pre-
test, the experimental group received weekly sessions
lasting 120 minutes. Initially, three sessions were held
for each couple separately to identify schemas and
triggers. Then, in line with the cultural and social
requirements of Iranian society, to enhance the
effectiveness of group therapy, facilitate self-
disclosure, increase positive interactions in the group,
and reduce potential group issues such as subgroup
formation or withdrawal, group sessions with gender
separation for couples were conducted (8 sessions).
After the intervention, integrating the learned and
experienced processes, a session was held for each
couple. The post-test was conducted one month after
the final session.

The ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Scale: developed
by Fowers and Olson in 1993, was used in this study.
It consists of 47 items, answered on a five-point scale,
and includes 11 dimensions: Marital Satisfaction,
Personality  Issues, Communication, Conflict
Resolution,  Financial ~Management, Leisure
Activities, Sexual Relationships, Children and
Parenting, Family and Friends, Equalitarian Roles,
and Religious Orientation (Olson et al., 1987). Higher
scores indicate higher levels of marital satisfaction.
The ENRICH inventory has been validated in several
studies, and coefficient alpha reliabilities of the scales
range from.68 (Equalitarian Roles) t0.86 (Marital
Satisfaction). Criterion validity demonstrated that all
of the ENRICH scales can differentiate between
satisfied and dissatisfied couples (Fowers & Olson,
1993).

The Acceptance and Action Questionnaire(AAQ-II):
This 10-item scale, designed by Bond et al. (2011),
measures psychological flexibility. High scores
indicate avoidance of internal experiences, while low
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scores indicate acceptance of internal experiences.
The results of this measure from 2,816 participants
across six samples indicate its reliability and validity.
The mean alpha coefficient is 0.84.

Results

This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of
couple therapy packages (ACT/SF). To achieve this,
multivariate and univariate analysis of covariance
was utilized, taking pre-test scores as covariates. The
presumptions of covariance analysis were checked,
including the normality of the data using the Shapiro-
Wilk test, the homogeneity of group variance with the
Levine test, and the homogeneity of regression slope.
The results of none of these tests were significant
(P< 0.05).

The results of the covariance analysis in Table 1
indicate that by removing the effect of the pre-test
from the post-test scores, 62% of the post-test
changes in marital satisfaction and its dimensions
(m2= 0.62) (F= 47.795, p< 0.001) and 32% of
individual differences in psychological flexibility in
the post-test (n2= 0.32) (F= 13/662, P= 0.001) are
significantly related to the effect of couple therapy
package (ACT/SF).

MANCOVA analysis was used to investigate the
difference in the effect of package therapy on the
dimensions of marital satisfaction. Box's M test
confirmed the equality of covariance matrices
(Mbox= 85.099, F= 0.769, P= 0.915). In the
MANOVA analysis, Wilks's lambda test (A= 0.61,
F=12.61, P< 0.001) showed a significant difference
between the scores of marital satisfaction dimensions
in the control and experimental groups.

For further investigation between means, univariate
analysis of covariance was used in the MANCOVA
text. Table 2 shows that all F values related to
dimensions of marital satisfaction are significant
(p<0.05). Additionally, according to Table 2, the
greatest effect of the intervention (ACT/SF) is related
to the dimensions of personality issues (68%),
conflict resolution (60%), sexual relations (57%),
communication (56%), family and friends (50%),
children and parenting (45%), financial management
(42%), religious orientation (40%), leisure activities
(27%), and equalitarian roles (22%) (p< 0.05).
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Table 1. ANCOVA results on post-test scores of psychological flexibility and marital satisfaction

variable Total squares  df  Mean of squares [F Sig. Eta2  Test capability
Marital Satisfaction 8394.466 1 8394.466 47.795 .000 .622 1.000
psychological flexibility 321.887 1 321.887 13.662 .001 .320 .946

Table 1 shows that there is a significant difference in
psychological flexibility with the control of pre-test
among individuals in the experimental and control
groups (F= 13.662, P= 0.001). Considering the post-
test means of the experimental and control groups, it
can be said that the psychological flexibility of
couples significantly increased after treatment. The
effect size (n2= 0.32) indicates that by removing the
pre-test effect from the post-test scores, 32% of the
individual differences in psychological flexibility in
the post-test are attributable to the effect of the
combined therapy package based on acceptance and
commitment formulation (employing and influencing
the independent variable). The statistical power is
also determined to be 0.94, implying that the
probability of erroneously confirming the null

hypothesis is about 0.06 (Type Il error); therefore, the
combined therapy package based on acceptance and
commitment formulation (SF/ACT) has led to
increased psychological flexibility in couples. A
MANCOVA covariance analysis was used to
examine the difference in the impact of the
therapeutic package on the 11 dimensions of marital
satisfaction. The standard method for evaluating the
equality of covariance matrices is the Box's M test.
The results indicated that the assumption of the
equality of covariance matrices holds (Mbox=85.099,
F= 769.0, P= 0.915). Table 2 presents the results of
the covariance analysis for the subscales of marital
satisfaction in the two certified and experimental
groups.

Table 2. Results of one-way analysis of covariance in MANOVA text on the variable of Marital Satisfaction's dimensions

variable Total squares  df  Mean of squares F Sig. Eta2  Test capability
Personality Issues 102.345 1 102.345 41.066 .000 .684 1
Communication 103.042 1 103.042 23.683 .004 562 .945
Conflict Resolution 215.044 1 215.044 28562 .000  .601 .999
Financial Management 108.534 1 108.534 13.964  .001 424 .943
Leisure Activities 21.111 1 21.111 7.161 .015 274 719
Sexual Relationship 171.160 1 171.160 25666  .000 .575 .998
Children and Parenting 83.548 1 83.548 15689  .001 452 .964
Family and Friends 42.617 1 42.617 19.541  .000  .507 987
Equalitarian Roles 8.242 1 8.242 5.489 .030 224 .604
Religious Orientation 72.701 1 72.701 12.714  .002 401 922

Conclusion

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of the
combined couple therapy approach based on
acceptance and commitment with  schema
formulation (ACT/SF) on psychological flexibility
and marital satisfaction. The research results are
consistent with the studies conducted by Cousineau
(2012), Fisher et al. (2016), Grecucci et al. (2018),
Kusin (2021), and Quinlan (2018), which showed that
the integrated approach (ACT/SF) can improve the
psychological flexibility of couples. Additionally, the
findings of Lev & McKay (2017), McKay et al.
(2012), Mohammadi Tileh Noii et al. (2022), Kusin
(2021), Greenberg (2017), and Aalami et al. (2021)
showed that the combined approach (ACT/SF)
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significantly increased marital satisfaction with a
strong effect size. Specifically, the personality issues
component showed that ACT/SF produced the most
changes in understanding spouse behaviors and
characteristics. After that, the components of conflict
resolution, sexual relations, and communication have
been affected by treatment more than other aspects of
marital satisfaction. The results of the present study
showed that being aware of cognitive distortions
positively affects defusing and distancing couples
from irrational and negative thoughts. Participants in
the study noted they once believed their thoughts
aligned with reality before treatment. However, upon
recognizing cognitive distortions, they were able to
distinguish between their thoughts and reality.
Therefore, it is crucial to thoroughly explore this core
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concept during treatment to grasp what is controllable
and what is not.

In the ACT/SF protocol, adapted from Lev & Mckey
(2017), and by educating couples about cognitive
distortions, we aimed to change whatever could be
changed and accept whatever was uncontrollable. As
Reinhold Niebuhr (1892-1971) famously said: "God,
grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot
change, the courage to change the things I can, and
the wisdom to know the difference.”
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