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Abstract

Aim and Background: The aim of investigating the effectiveness of emotion-oriented couple therapy on marital
satisfaction and resilience of couples with marital discord in Mashhad.

Methods and Materials: The research method was experimental and pre-test-post-test with a control group. The
statistical population of the research was made up of all the couples who referred to the counseling centers under
the welfare supervision of the 1th district of Mashhad city. A sample of 30 people was selected by a voluntary
method based and randomly replaced in two experimental and control groups (15 in each group). both groups
responded to the research tools of Enrich Olson's Marital Satisfaction Questionnaire (1998) and Connor-
Davidson's Resilience (2003). The experimental group underwent 10 emotion-based couple therapy sessions
(Johnson; translated by Bahrami et al., 2016) and the control group did not receive any intervention. At the end,
both groups answered the research tools again. The collected data was analyzed with SPSS-25 software and
multivariate covariance analysis.

Findings: The finding showed that emotion-oriented couple therapy has an effect on the components of
resilience and marital satisfaction in couples.

Conclusions: Based on the results of this study, it seems that emotion-focused couple therapy can be used more
and more by couple therapists to solve couples' problems.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Marriage represents a profound social and emotional bond that can serve as a source of happiness, intimacy, and
support, or conversely, lead to significant distress when conflicts arise. Healthy marital relationships contribute
positively to individual physical and mental health, child development, and overall family stability. However,
rising divorce rates in many societies, including Iran, highlight increasing instability in marital bonds. Factors
such as structural changes in relationships, unresolved conflicts, and poor emotional management often erode
marital satisfaction.

Marital satisfaction is a subjective evaluation of the pleasure and fulfillment derived from the marital
relationship. It is influenced by communication, conflict resolution, financial management, sexual intimacy, and
alignment with extended family and religious values. Chronic unresolved conflicts can lead to dissatisfaction and
threaten family cohesion. Resilience, defined as the capacity to adapt successfully to stress and adversity, plays a
crucial protective role. Resilient individuals and couples demonstrate emotional stability, flexibility, positive
acceptance of change, and effective use of personal and social resources when facing challenges.
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Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy (EFT), developed by Sue Johnson, is an attachment-based approach that
emphasizes the role of emotions in shaping interactional patterns. It helps couples identify and reprocess
negative emotional cycles (such as criticism, defensiveness, and withdrawal), foster secure attachment, and build
new, positive interaction patterns. By validating emotions, promoting emotional safety, and facilitating
empathetic responsiveness, EFT aims to transform distress into connection. Previous research supports its
efficacy in reducing conflict, increasing forgiveness, and improving relational outcomes. This study specifically
investigated whether EFT could enhance marital satisfaction and resilience in Iranian couples seeking counseling
in Mashhad.

Method

This experimental study employed a pre-test/post-test control group design. The statistical population
consisted of all couples referred to counseling centers under welfare supervision in District 1 of
Mashhad between September and November 2023 (Shahrivar to Aban 1402 in the Persian calendar).
Using convenience/voluntary sampling and considering inclusion criteria, 30 individuals (15 couples)
were selected and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (15 per group).

Inclusion criteria included: minimum diploma education, age 20-49 years, no acute physical/mental illness,
low scores on marital satisfaction and resilience measures indicating distress, and commitment to attend
sessions. Exclusion criteria included unwillingness to participate, more than two missed sessions, or acute
illness.

Instruments:

e ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Questionnaire (Olson, 1998): A 47-item Likert-scale measure (5-
point) assessing nine subscales: personality issues, marital communication, conflict resolution, financial
management, leisure activities, sexual relationship, marriage and children, relatives and friends, and
religious orientation. Higher scores indicate greater satisfaction. The scale demonstrates strong
reliability and validity in Iranian samples.

e Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC) (2003): A 25-item scale (0—4 Likert) measuring
overall resilience and five factors: personal competence, trust in instincts/tolerance of negative affect,
positive acceptance of change/secure relationships, control, and spiritual influences. Scores range from
0 to 100; higher scores reflect greater resilience. Good psychometric properties were reported.

The experimental group underwent 10 weekly 60-minute EFT sessions (two sessions per week in some
descriptions, but structured as 10 total). The treatment protocol followed Johnson’s EFT model, focusing on: de-
escalating negative cycles, identifying attachment needs and underlying emotions, restructuring interactions, and
consolidating secure bonding. Sessions included building therapeutic alliance, tracking interactional patterns,
accessing primary emotions, and creating new positive cycles. The control group received no intervention. Post-
tests were administered after treatment completion.

Data analysis involved descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations) and inferential statistics (MANCOVA)
using SPSS-25, controlling for pre-test scores.

Findings

Participants had a mean age of 34.74 years (SD = 6.28). Most held bachelor’s degrees.

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for pre- and post-test scores on marital satisfaction and resilience
(overall and subscales) for both groups. In the experimental group, overall marital satisfaction
increased by approximately 10.40 points from pre-test (M=128.33) to post-test (M=138.53), while the
control group showed minimal change (increase of 0.86 points). Similar positive shifts occurred across
several subscales (e.g., conflict resolution, sexual relationship). For resilience, the experimental group
showed a 4.53-point increase, compared to 0.26 in the control group, with gains in subscales such as
personal competence, positive acceptance of change, and spiritual influences.

Assumptions for MANCOVA were checked and met: normality (Shapiro-Wilk), homogeneity of
covariance matrices (Box’s M, p > .05), and homogeneity of variances (Levene’s test, p > .05).
MANCOVA results revealed a significant overall group effect (Wilks’ Lambda, F(2,25) = 57.36, p <
.05), indicating differences between groups on the combined dependent variables. Follow-up
univariate ANCOVAs (Table 2) confirmed significant effects for both marital satisfaction (F(1,30) =
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48.458, p <.001, n* = 0.451) and resilience (F(1,30) = 48.935, p < .001, n* = 0.453). Significant post-
test improvements in the experimental group were observed in marital satisfaction subscales
(personality issues, communication, conflict resolution, financial management, leisure, sexual
relations) and resilience subscales (personal competence, positive acceptance of change/secure
relations, spiritual influences), all p < .05.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy significantly enhances marital
satisfaction and resilience in couples with marital discord. By addressing negative emotional cycles
and fostering secure attachment, EFT helps couples reprocess emotions, improve communication,
resolve conflicts constructively, and build emotional safety. These changes promote greater
satisfaction across multiple domains of marriage and strengthen adaptive capacities (resilience) needed
to navigate stressors.

These results align with prior studies on EFT’s efficacy in improving relational outcomes, forgiveness,
psychological well-being, and resilience. Techniques such as empathic validation, heightening primary
emotions, and restructuring interactions appear particularly potent in creating lasting positive change.
For Iranian couples, where cultural and religious factors influence marriage, EFT’s focus on universal
attachment needs proves adaptable and beneficial.

Limitations include the sample’s restriction to one district in Mashhad (limiting generalizability), lack
of follow-up assessment due to participant mobility, and potential unmeasured confounding variables.
Future research should incorporate larger, more diverse samples, long-term follow-ups, and
comparisons with other therapies.

Practically, couple therapists and counseling centers are encouraged to integrate EFT into their
services for distressed couples. Training programs for therapists in EFT could enhance its
dissemination. Overall, this study supports EFT as a valuable, evidence-based approach for
strengthening marriages and promoting resilience in the Iranian cultural context.
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