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ABSTRACT

The present study aims to compare the effectiveness of Emotion-Focused
Therapy (EFT) and Imago Therapy on executive functions and post-traumatic
growth in women affected by extramarital relationships. The statistical
population includes all women affected by extramarital relationships in Isfahan
who visited the Nik Ovin Psychological Clinic and the Hazrat Abolfazl Charity
Institute. After completing the General Health Questionnaire online, participants
were randomly assigned to three groups: Experimental Group 1 (EFT),
Experimental Group 2 (Imago Therapy), and the Control Group. The therapeutic
interventions in the experimental groups were conducted online via Google Meet
for eight weeks, while the control group did not receive any intervention. Data
were collected through online questionnaires in pre-test, post-test, and two-
month follow-up stages. Statistical analysis results showed that both therapeutic
methods significantly improved the studied variables. However, differences in
the effectiveness of the two methods were observed. EFT had a more substantial
impact on reducing stress, while Imago Therapy showed a greater effect on
improving communication and increasing marital satisfaction. Additionally, the
two-month follow-up results indicated that the improvements from the therapies
remained stable over time, and the interventions led to significant and lasting
improvements in the psychological and functional status of the women. This
research highlights the importance of choosing the appropriate therapeutic
method based on the specific needs and conditions of each individual. It can
serve as a guide for counselors and psychotherapists to improve the
psychological well-being of affected women.
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Introduction

Infidelity, defined as engaging in extramarital or cohabiting relationships that may include sex,
oral sex, kissing, touching, or emotional attachments beyond friendship, is a common but
devastating phenomenon (Ebrahim et al., 2024). Estimates suggest that infidelity occurs in 20—
25% of marriages and approximately 75% of premarital relationships (Sharot & Weigel, 2020).
Despite its high prevalence, infidelity remains one of the most damaging relationship events.
Women who are affected by these relationships often experience decreased self-esteem and
confidence, anxiety, depression, and impaired psychological resilience and cognitive abilities.
Psychological resilience involves a person’s ability to adapt to difficult situations, manage
emotions, and find alternative solutions to problems. Cognitive competence also refers to the set
of cognitive skills such as working memory, attention, decision-making, problem-solving, and
self-awareness that play a vital role in managing daily life.

Among psychotherapy approaches, two prominent interventions, Emotion-Focused Therapy
(EFT) and Imago Therapy, have shown their effectiveness in dealing with marital trauma. EFT,
which is rooted in attachment theory, focuses on emotional awareness, emotion regulation, and
the formation of secure attachments. In contrast, Imago Therapy combines insight and
communication skills to enhance empathy, resolve conflict, and heal childhood wounds.
Empirical studies have shown that both methods can improve intimacy, marital satisfaction, and
resilience after infidelity (Javid Khalili & Afkar, 2017). Given the complex nature of infidelity
and its catastrophic effects on couples' relationships, this study seeks to answer the question of
whether there is a difference between the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy and imago
therapy on cognitive flexibility and empowerment in women affected by extramarital affairs.

METHODOLOGY

This study was conducted with a quasi-experimental design and a pre-test-post-test model with

a control group and a two-month follow-up. The statistical population included women affected

by infidelity who referred to private clinics in Isfahan in the spring of 2024. A total of 45

women aged 25 to 45 who met the inclusion criteria (at least two years of cohabitation, no

intention of divorce, at least a high school diploma) were selected through convenience
sampling and randomly assigned to three groups: two experimental groups (EFT and imago
therapy, 15 people each) and a control group (15 people).

Research tools included:

1) Dennis and Vander Wal's 20-question cognitive flexibility questionnaire (2010), which was
standardized by Aristotle et al. (1402) based on an Iranian sample. This questionnaire has
three components: a) the tendency to perceive difficult situations as controllable, b) the
ability to perceive several alternative explanations for life events and human behavior, and c)
the ability to generate several alternative solutions to difficult situations. The Cronbach's
alpha of the questionnaire in this study was 0.84.

2) The 15-item Psychological Empowerment Questionnaire of Spreitzer and Mishra (1996) with
the dimensions of competence, autonomy, effectiveness, meaningfulness, and trust. The
Cronbach's alpha of the questionnaire in this study was 0.89.

The interventions included two standard treatment protocols:

1) Emotion-focused therapy in 10 group sessions designed by Johnson (2012) (translated by
Sudani et al., 2012). The content of the sessions included establishing emotional connection,
recognizing the cycle of negative interaction, deepening basic emotions, and rebuilding
couple interactions.

2) Imagotherapy in 10 group sessions designed by Hendrix (2006) (translated by Amini Khoei
et al., 2014). The content of this treatment focused on increasing self-awareness, identifying
the needs of the child and spouse, strengthening the couple's intimacy, and learning new
behaviors. The experimental groups received communicative imagery and emotion-based
therapy sessions, and the control group received no treatment. Then, the extent of changes in
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psychological flexibility and cognitive ability in all three groups was assessed. Data analysis
was performed using SPSS software at two levels of descriptive statistics (mean and standard
deviation) and inferential statistics (analysis of variance with repeated measures) to examine
changes in the three stages of pre-test, post-test, and follow-up.

RESULT

TABLE 1. DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS OF RESEARCH VARIABLES IN THE PRETEST, POSTTEST, AND
FOLLOW-UP STAGES

Emotion-focused .
therapy Imaginotherapy Control
variable Group
Standard Standard Standard
Mean L Mean . Mean .
Deviation Deviation Deviation
_ Pretest  41.04 4.361 40.65 7.742 38.46 8.596
Perception of | 5 ot 54.00 8.699 47.38 5268  37.42  7.868
different options
Follow-  53.69 8.882 47.69 4973 36.08 8.66
E Pretest  35.31 5.122 33.85 4.059 34.25 5.562
= .
= | Perceptionof | o st 47.46 5.651 43.77 7.037 32.33 6.372
2 controllability
= Follow-  47.08 4.821 43.62 6.862 32.58 6.345
(&)
2| Perception of Pretest  8.46 2.876 8.08 3.378 75 2.153
2| |justification of Posttest  12.15 1.864 12.00 2.415 8.5 2.276
> behavior Follow- 1231 1.932 11.38 2,631 9.08 2.193
é’_) . . . . . .
_ Pretest  84.81 6.537 82.58 8.044 80.21 13.337
Psychological | o et 11362 12804  103.15 9.1 7825  10.323
flexibility (total)
Follow- 11308  11.871  102.69 7.146 77.75 11.733
Pretest  6.62 2.785 6.15 2.478 5.17 2.791
Competence Posttest ~ 9.42 2.753 8.77 2.166 4.92 2.353
Follow- 912 2.663 9.12 2.022 5.00 2.335
Pretest  5.62 3.548 6.00 3.367 5.33 3.393
Autonomy Posttest 11.15 2512 8.77 4.106 458 2.314
Follow-  10.69 3.199 8.92 4.092 458 2.539
- Pretest  9.38 2.567 8.77 1.013 7.17 2.329
% Effectiveness Posttest  9.69 2.25 8.85 1.994 6.33 1.775
< Follow- 9,62 2.142 8.85 2.41 6.25 1.96
>
= Pretest  8.77 3.961 8.54 3.256 6.42 2.275
§ Meaningfulness  Posttest  12.23 3.632 11.46 3.382 6.83 2.329
Follow- 1154 4.235 10.62 3.33 6.83 2.329
Pretest  5.15 2.734 5.85 2.193 4.83 2.623
Trust Posttest  11.62 4.7 7.92 3.303 4.42 3.26
Follow-  10.62 4.753 9.69 3.276 4.56 3.42
N B Pretest  35.54 4.427 35.31 6.019 28.92 5.418
Cogn'(tt'(‘)’; ﬁb"'ty Posttest 5412  7.627 4577 551 2708  3.232
Follow- 5158 0.844 47.19 5.844 28.00 5.187
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TABLE 2. EXAMINING INTRA-GROUP AND INTER-GROUP DIFFERENCES IN RESEARCH VARIABLES

Type Il Mean Partial
Variables Source Sum of df Square Sig Eta
Squares q Squ
Test 912.83 1.188 768.615 20.939 0.001 0.374
_Perception_of Group 2874.265 2 1437.132 11.906 0.001  0.405
different options
Test x Group 891.325 2375 375254 10.223 0.001 0.369
)
= Test 1126.302 1.188 948.427 49.444 0.001 0.586
& | Perception of Group 2064216 2 1032108 13.057 0.001  0.427
& | controllability
S Test x Group 902.898 2.375 380.152 19.818 0.001 0.531
(@]
R=
S Perception of Test 211.623 1.645 128,621 33.731 0.001 0.491
fn>’~ justification of Group 142.941 2 71.471 5998 0.006 0.255
2 .
behavior Testx Group  36.292 3201 11.029  2.892 0039 0,142
Psvchological Test 6128.587 1.196 5125991 69.647 0.001 0.666
flex)i/bility %total) Group 12277.662 2 6138.831 26.379 0.001 0.601
Test x Group 4178567 2391 174749 23743 0.001 0.576
Test 77.032 1.15 66.974 23419 0.001 0.401
Competence Group 250.362 2 125.181  8.119 0.001 0.317
Test x Group 48.459 2.3 21.066 7.366  0.001 0.296
Test 154.28 145 16414 16.686 0.001 0.323
Autonomy Group 366.588 2 183.294  7.808 0.002 0.309
Test x Group 155.117 2.9 53.495 8.389 0.001 0.324
Test 0.84 1.06 0.792 0.258 0.628  0.007
> | Effectiveness Group 178.443 2 89.221 8.988 0.001 0.339
= Test x Group 6.2 2.121 2.924 0.954 0.399 0.052
i Test 107.263 2 53.631  13.944 0.001 0.285
>
E Meaningfulness Group 369.557 2 184.778 7.464 0.002 0.299
§ Test x Group 35.44 4 8.86 2.304 0.047 0.116
Test 231.887 2 115944 17.796 0.001 0.337
Trust Group 354.925 2 177.463  7.683 0.002 0.305
Test x Group 172.015 4 43.004 6.6 0.001 0.274
Test 2065.25 1593 1296.301 45.186 0.001 0.564
Cognitive
Ability (tota) Group 7412.911 2 3706.456 53.184 0.001 0.552
Testx Group ~ 1557.712 3.186 488.867 17.041 0.001  0.493
DISCUSSION

The findings showed that both EFT and imago therapy significantly improved cognitive
flexibility compared to the control group (p < 0.05). However, no significant difference was
observed between EFT and imago therapy in improving flexibility or its subscales (perceived
controllability, alternative justifications, and diverse solutions). Also, the treatment effects were
sustained at the two-month follow-up. Similarly, both interventions significantly increased
cognitive empowerment and its components (competence, autonomy, effectiveness,
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meaningfulness, and trust) compared to the control group (p < 0.05). The improvements were
sustained over time and no significant differences were observed between the two approaches.
Based on the findings, both EFT and imago therapy effectively promoted cognitive flexibility
and cognitive empowerment in women affected by marital infidelity. These results are
consistent with previous research that has shown that EFT helps regulate emotions, build secure
attachments, and increase resilience in relationships. For example, Greenberg and Watson
(2006) have shown that EFT can reduce stress and depressive symptoms and enhance self-
regulation. Similarly, Johnson (2004) has emphasized that EFT, by creating secure emotional
bonds, provides the basis for adaptive responses to relationship crises. On the other hand, the
positive effect of imago therapy has also been confirmed. By strengthening empathy, rebuilding
relationships, and addressing childhood experiences, this approach has been able to improve
marital satisfaction and problem-solving skills. Such factors are closely related to cognitive
flexibility. Teaching couples to recognize conflict as an opportunity for growth leads to a
reduction in negative thought patterns and an increase in cognitive capacity to face challenges.
Recent studies have also shown that imago therapy can enhance the quality of communication,
empathy, and shared decision-making (e.g., Jalili et al., 2022).

Overall, the similarity in effectiveness of these two methods can be attributed to their shared
emphasis on creating emotional safety, increasing self-awareness, and encouraging the
acceptance of different perspectives. These elements are directly related to cognitive flexibility
and decision-making competence.

CONCLUSIONS

This study showed that both emotion-focused therapy and image therapy approaches are
effective in improving cognitive flexibility and cognitive empowerment in women affected by
infidelity, and their effects are stable over time. The lack of significant differences between the
two approaches indicates that both can be used as valid and efficient options in psychotherapy
interventions for affected women in the cultural context of Iran. Despite these positive results,
the current study has limitations, for example, focusing solely on women limits the
generalizability of the results to men or other groups of couples. To address this limitation, it is
suggested that future research be conducted with the participation of men and using mixed
quantitative-qualitative methods such as clinical interviews. Also, integrating these approaches
into educational programs and community-based counseling services can help expand their
benefits, reduce stigma, and increase acceptance of psychotherapy.

Keywords
Emotion-Focused Therapy, Extramarital Relationships, Executive Functions, Imago Therapy,
Post-Traumatic Growth.
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1. Furrow & Bradley
2. couple therapy

3. imago therapy

4. Hendrix
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1. Heaton, Chelune, Talley, Key & Curtiss
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